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      An ex-Delta Force assassin. A cybersecurity analyst branded a terrorist. One rogue AI program with them both on its kill list.

      

      Ronan Drake is an emotionally hardened operative working black ops. When he's ordered to eliminate the only woman who ever broke through his walls, he turns against his handlers to become her protector. Now he must survive a drone strike and his own guilt to keep her alive.

      Sasha Voss is a brilliant hacker who stumbled upon the Reaper Protocol, a military AI designed for oversight-free executions. Framed for her boss’s murder, she is on the run and forced to trust the man sent to kill her. She wants justice, but the secret pregnancy she's carrying makes every bullet a threat to her future.

      Hunted across state lines by their former handler, Julian Kade, they must infiltrate a D.C. facility to trigger the Reaper kill-switch before they are erased forever.

      High-stakes showdowns. Hard-earned trust. A happily ever after that outruns a global conspiracy.

      Trope List

      •	[image: check mark button] Protector Hero

      •	[image: check mark button] Badass Heroine

      •	[image: check mark button] Second Chance Romance

      •	[image: check mark button] Secret Pregnancy
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      Heat Level: Spicy Tone: Suspenseful, Emotional, Dark

      Type: Standalone

      Ending: HEA (Happily Ever After)

      POV: Dual POV, First Person

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Code Breach

          

          SASHA VOSS

        

      

    

    
      I gripped the strap of my backpack tighter, my heart pounding in my chest as the chaos of downtown Los Angeles surged around me. The revelry clashed violently with my racing thoughts. How could it be Friday night, pulsating with life and laughter, while I was desperately escaping my shattered world? Instinct propelled me forward, dodging through the throng of pedestrians who had no idea that a death sentence was ticking down behind me.

      Not long ago, my life had been composed of code and algorithms and the comfortable hum of circuitry beneath my fingertips. I had been good at that, had carved a niche in the chaotic digital world of cybersecurity. But now? Now I was running for my life, framed for a crime I didn’t commit, murder. My fingers brushed the cool metal of my USB, my last hope dangling from my keychain like a lifeline. The files it held had more than just my truth, it could expose the entire network of deceit.

      I could hear the shouts of men behind me, the crackle of radio static clawing at my resolve. They were close; I dared not turn around to confirm. My trust fractured long ago, and each heartbeat thudded in my ears like a warning bell. Betrayal, like poison, seeped into my veins, leaving me gasping for understanding, for reassurance that reality could still align with the reasons I’d fought so hard for.

      What I really needed was Ronan. I shook my head instinctively. The very thought sent a wave of confusion crashing through me. He had vanished from my life without warning, leaving only memories painted in bittersweet shadows, a week of stolen moments and whispered promises. He’d been my anchor, my solace; but now I could only picture the cold barrel of the weapon he was supposed to wield against me. Had he been the one to sell me out? It was easier to believe that it is far less painful than accepting that once again, someone I had cared for had allowed my trust to drown.

      I swerved into an alley, my boot meeting the wet pavement with a thud that echoed against the brick walls. I caught my breath, pressing my back against the damp surface, relying on the shadows to cloak me for just a moment longer. The commotion faded, but the tension coiled tightly within me remained. It felt as if the city were closing in, morphing into an intricate web of surveillance that had become both my enemy and my reality.

      Once again, my gaze shifted to my surroundings, searching for anything that could serve as a hiding place. The shadowy recesses of doorways or the promise of safety beneath a fire escape. The thrum of adrenaline dulled the city’s noise to a distant murmur; it was a world I no longer belonged to. A world where friends turned to foes and loyalty was a luxury I could no longer afford.

      

      I slid down lower, my fingertips grazing the rough brick as I peered around the corner. A group of men, clad in dark tactical gear, rushed past, their faces obscured beneath their masks. I stifled a gasp, instinctively holding my breath. A candle’s flicker felt sharper than the chill in the air; these mercenaries were hunting me; entities bred for violence and efficiency. They were shadows of the organization I once served. My heart raced as survival instincts took over.

      During this chaos, I fought to focus. I recalled my training, the lessons drilled into me by Julian, my former mentor, long before the trust between us shattered. "Always find a way to turn the hunt back on the hunters," he would say, his eyes intense, veiled with a steelier emotion I had never deciphered. I had tried to do that once, exposing the surveillance program I had once been a part of, but their systems turned against me, and the result was an elaborate set-up painting me as the killer I wasn’t.

      A shiver of dread snaked through me as I considered this thought. How had it come to this? I wasn’t naïve but never had I imagined betrayal of this size. The only thing worse than being marked for murder was being pursued by the very people I believed I’d be fighting alongside. I vowed not to let that happen again, my life depended on it.

      Suddenly, the sound of boots hammering against the pavement jolted me back to the present. I barely had time to register a building to my right, a vacant storefront with boarded-up windows. A choice whirled inside me: remain here, exposed to the street or leap into the unknown. I sprinted toward the door, yanking it open and slipping inside just as a barrage of footsteps thundered behind me.

      The darkness inside was palpable. As my eyes adjusted, I noted the remnants of half-finished projects scattered across the room. It had once served as a workshop, now abandoned as remnants of a life I barely recognized. I crouched low, heart pounding in my chest like a sniper’s bullet, racing out of the chamber as I scanned my surroundings for a place to hide. Faded tools and dust-covered tables littered the floor; each step I took kicked up memories buried beneath years of neglect. It was another echo of my past, another betrayal by time itself.

      I ducked behind a workbench, breathing in the scent of rust and metal mixed with the musty air. Focus. I had to focus and push out the noise in my head both from the chaos outside and the ghosts of my memories. With fingers trembling slightly, I wiped the sweat from my brow and pulled my phone from my pocket. The screen glinted in the dark like an untrustworthy ally—no service, no signal. Typical, I cursed under my breath.

      From my hiding spot, I could just make out the sound of the mercenaries spilling into the workshop. Their voices were low, murmuring like wolves closing in on their prey. “She has to be here,” a gruff voice growled, dripping with menace. “Check every corner.

      I pressed myself against the cold metal, heart thundering harder at the thought of them rummaging through the remnants of my refuge. I didn't want to think about what they would do if they found me. It wouldn't be just about the hacking anymore; this would be personal—a vendetta.

      I could hear them moving through the space, the scrape of boots on the floor reverberating through my very bones. “Split up. Use the flashlights,” another man ordered, cutting through the tension.

      Adrenaline pumped through my veins like a drug; I couldn't let fear paralyze me now. If I stayed here, it would only be a matter of time before they found me. It was time to turn the tables, to make my retreat from this suffocating purgatory. With ginger movements, I inched along the edge of the workbench, glancing toward the rear exit. Though obscured, I also noticed a faint light flickering under a door at the far end. It was my way out.

      Glued to the shadows, I paused, just long enough to brace myself and listen one last time. Silence. They seemed to be occupied further down the room, losing patience, ang growing increasingly frustrated. It was now or never.

      Ducking low, I bolted toward the door, adrenaline forcing me through like a cannonball shot into the fray. The doorknob rattled in my grip, but I yanked it open, slipping into the night air with the stealth of a wraith. The sudden breeze rushed against my skin, a release but also a reminder of how exposed I truly was now.

      The alley stretched ahead, plunging into the city's shadows. Every sound—paper fluttering and distant sirens signaled danger. I veered left, racing forward. The mercenaries' footsteps faded, but their relentless pursuit felt like a dark cloud close behind.

      As I raced through the alley, my thoughts turned to Ronan. The painful memory of his absence curled around my heart like a vice. I didn’t have time to reflect on the past, but he was the only person I trusted, though I now struggled against the thought that he might be the one to pull the trigger. The fear of that betrayal was a shadow I couldn't shake.

      I turned sharply at the next corner, not daring to look back. The streets ahead teemed with life, oblivious to the storm brewing just beyond their sight. Music spilled out from nearby bars, laughter and shouting mingled like an intoxicating brew that contrasted with my urgency. With every step, I felt increasingly invisible. I was like a ghost drifting through a world I no longer belonged to.

      As I pushed further into the night, I spotted a dimly lit coffee shop, its neon sign sputtering like a warning signal. Maybe I could blend in, hunker down behind a steaming cup of something hot for a moment to gather my thoughts and flush the fear away. It was better than a mob of anxious energy consuming me, forcing me to run, run, run.

      Cautiously, I pushed the door open, allowing the warmth of the café to envelop me. The smell of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the faint sweetness of pastries. It was comforting yet foreign, like a memory I wanted to cling to but never could. I wove through the scattered tables, trying to keep my head down and not draw attention to myself.

      

      I spotted a corner booth, dimly lit yet with a clear view of the entrance. My hand shook as I pulled out my phone again, desperate for any semblance of connection. “Okay, think,” I murmured under my breath, tapping frantically at the screen. Still no signal.

      The fatigue of adrenaline crash hit me. My body felt heavy, yet my mind stayed a frenetic whirlpool of thoughts and fears. I slid into the booth and rested my elbows on the table, rubbing my temples with my fingertips. How had I gone from orchestrating digital defenses to becoming the hunted? My breath quickened again as I thought of what awaited me; it was like walking through a minefield with no map.

      When I finally lifted my gaze, I caught sight of a barista bustling behind the counter, her cheerful demeanor a stark contrast to my dark reality. I wondered briefly how I looked, disheveled, panic-stricken, and completely out of place. I needed to compose myself, to look less like a frantic fugitive and more like someone who had a plan, if only to fool myself.

      “Hey there!” The barista chirped, and for a moment, I allowed the warmth of her smile to settle on my shoulders like a soft blanket. “What can I get you?”

      "I would like a black coffee, please," I said, my voice unexpectedly steady despite feeling unsettled internally.

      She nodded and turned to pour my drink while I glanced around the café. The clientele, young students lost in laptops, and couples sharing low whispers seemed so blissfully unaware of the dangers lurking behind the scenes of my life. I envied them. The normalcy of their existence, the ignorance of the treacheries that could unfold with a single misstep.

      The barista slid my cup across the counter with a smile, and I clutched it like a lifebuoy. I took a tentative sip, relishing the heat that surged through me, trying to ignite a shiver of clarity. How long could I remain here? I shouldn’t linger; it was in the stillness that danger could slip in unnoticed.

      With each sip, I fought to congeal my thoughts, to home in on my next move. I could try to access a secure network from a nearby public library, but what if they traced me? The USB housed Reaper’s incriminating data; it was a double-edged sword. It was my life’s work. In the wrong hands, my death warrant. I couldn't let it go.

      Then there was Ronan. The memories were sharp, every stolen kiss and whispered secret a throbbing reminder that I couldn't simply let him be my salvation. I had to believe he wasn’t involved in this madness, but doubt slithered under my skin, gnawing at me

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Orders are Orders

          

          RONAN DRAKE

        

      

    

    
      My finger rested lightly on the trigger, the cold metal vibrating with the distant sounds of the city humming below. I had followed her through the chaos of downtown Los Angeles like a ghost, silent, unseen, but feeling every heartbeat echo through me. This was my world, the one I knew too well, slipping into the familiar embrace of the hunt. I was trained for this, molded like clay in the hands of my former masters, but nothing prepared me for the sight of Sasha Voss, my Sasha, at the center of it all.

      I watched her sprint through the throng of bodies, her eyes wide with fear, defiance and flickering like a flame in her deep brown gaze. I felt the grip of guilt tighten around my chest like a vise. She hadn’t just disappeared from my life; I had forced her to vanish, believing it was the only way to keep her safe from a life of shadows and violence.

      Our past flickered through my mind, the week we’d shared stained with laughter and longing. I’d felt alive for the first time in decades, but deep down, the ghost of my history whispered warnings of danger. So, I had ghosted her, leaving nothing but echoes of our fleeting connection behind. But seeing her now? My mission felt like a poisoned blade pressed to my throat, daring me to pull the trigger.

      The voice in my earpiece sounded like an accusation. “Ronan, report,” my handler commanded, unyielding as stone.

      I exhaled slowly, keeping my eyes trained on her sprinting figure. “Target acquired,” I said, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. “Moving into position.”

      “Confirm neutralization orders,” he pressed, ignoring the tremor of uncertainty in my voice.

      I hesitated, the weight of my weapon pressing against my palm. How could I do this to her? To us? Just months ago, I was the man who had shared secrets under starry skies and promises of a better tomorrow. Now, I was the ghost of her nightmares, the embodiment of betrayal. My chest tightened, the inner conflict raging as I fought to drown out the urge to throw away my orders and protect her instead.

      She ducked into an alley, and I quickly shifted my position, climbing up to a rooftop. The height gave me the advantage I needed to assess her situation. My pulse quickened as the sound of footsteps behind her reached my ears. The hunters were closing in. “Sasha, run,” I whispered under my breath, desperate for her to hear me even if she couldn’t. I couldn’t let them get to her.

      “Ronan,” the voice crackled again. “Confirm kill order. We don’t have time for hesitation.”

      The cold glint of the scope reflected the flickering lights of the city my world now a jagged kaleidoscope filled with faces and chaos. I raised the rifle, let the crosshairs settle, and focused hard on her. My heart raced as I spotted the mercenaries that had appeared from the shadows, like wolves stalking their prey. Every second stretched into an eternity. One moment to breathe and everything would unravel.

      Yet, as I looked through the scope, all I could see was the woman I had deserted, the brilliance of her spirit shining through the smog of the night. My decision twisted in my gut, a knot of pain reminding me of the man I used to be before I became a weapon. Sasha was no threat; she was a victim of the system, and of betrayal.

      I could feel every fiber of my being pull in the opposite direction of what I was ordered to do. “I can’t…” The words escaped before I could stop them, and my voice broke under the weight of what that meant.

      “Ronan, I warn you. Your mission is to neutralize. This is not a negotiation.”

      “No. I refuse to kill her,” I snapped, my anger mixing with the surge of protectiveness that coursed through my veins. “Do you understand? If she dies, it will all mean nothing, everything we’ve fought for.”

      “Your emotions are clouding your judgment. You don’t know what she’s involved in!”

      What I did know was that I’d been wrong to abandon her when she needed me most. I understood the risks that revelation carried; to be vulnerable was to invite the very demons I wanted to shield her from. But guilt was a suffocating prison, and I was no longer willing to imprison my heart.

      The retort in my earpiece crackled again, impatient and unyielding. “You have thirty seconds to make a decision, or we’re sending in a clean-up crew.”

      I felt the ground beneath me shift, the weight of my existence pressing down with a dizzying force. “The only clean-up crew here is me,” I growled. “I won’t let her go.”

      Time was a cruel mistress; every second slipped through my fingers like grains of sand. I was torn between duty and desire, survival and sacrifice. Sasha deserved better than this. She deserved a future, free from the specter of betrayal I had cast over her life. I was a fool for thinking that leaving her behind would protect her. She was still the woman I loved. She was terrified and beaten yet unyielding. A fierce spirit not meant to be tamed.

      “Get a visual,” I ordered through gritted teeth, the tension so thick I could almost choke on it. I swung my aim away from the mercenaries, keeping an eye on Sasha as she slipped into a vacant storefront, a momentary reprieve from the hell painting her life. “I’ll cover her. She’s not dying tonight.”

      “Ronan don’t be a hero. Make the shot.”

      “No,” I countered, jamming my finger against the rifle’s trigger knowing damn well that I’d never pull it.

      From my perch, I watched as Sasha ducked low, narrowly avoiding capture while engaging in whatever game she played with destiny. The mercenaries, confused by her sudden disappearance, began to fan out, scanning the area. Gritting my teeth, I knew the distance between us would only grow if I didn’t act.

      “Supervisor,” I said firmly to my handler. “I refuse to follow orders that endanger her life. I will extract her myself, and I will deal with the fallout later. Send backup if you must, but don’t make me regret this.”

      Silence veins. “I’ll find another way.”

      “If you don’t comply, you’ll be marked a traitor. Do you understand?”

      I lowered the rifle, unable to take my gaze from her fleeing form. I had already been a ghost once, hiding in the depths of shadows; I had become a specter of my own making, haunted by my past decisions. Now, the specter materialized into flesh and desperation, and the thought of being a traitor was nothing compared to the agony of betraying her trust again.

      “Get a hold of yourself,” my handler barked. “Make the shot. Now.”

      The mercenaries had begun to spread out, fanning out in a tactical formation; they had her cornered. I was torn between the cold orders laced with venom and the pulsing warmth of the connection I had abandoned. I had spent years sharpening my skills, perfecting the art of killing only to realize that the weapon I had become was aimed at something I fiercely wanted to protect.

      

      “Do you even understand what you’re putting at stake? This isn’t just a mission for you; this is life and death for her,” I hissed, my heart racing with every word. “You’re sending me to extinguish a light where I should be shielding it.”

      “Ronan, enough! You’re jeopardizing everything. Your time’s up!” The urgency in the supervisor's voice clawed at me, resonating with my internal turmoil.

      Rage flared in my chest, battling against my better judgment. I had been molded into an unwavering weapon, yet every training mantra fell flat against the realization that the person on the other end of this choice was Sasha, my Sasha. Not just a target; she was my past and possibly my future.

      I took a deep breath, heart hammering like a drum in my ears. I was level with her now, shadow and prey entwined. If I couldn’t save her from their grasp tonight, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. I had already lost her once through my cowardice; I wouldn’t let it happen again.

      “Damn the orders,” I said, conviction settling in my gut like a promise I wouldn’t break. “I’m pulling out.”

      My handler’s presence was a cold chill in my ear, thinly veiling disbelief and urgency. “You’ll face consequences, Ronan. You’re playing with fire. “I let a bitter chuckle escape my lips, tasting the salt of anxiety on my tongue. “Fire is all I have left,” I whispered, my gaze unwavering as I watched Sasha slip through the shadows, uncertainty and fear knitting lines across her beautiful face. In that moment, she was simply a woman lost in a storm I had inadvertently helped create. I would not let her drown.

      I adjusted my grip on the rifle, knowing full well that the call I was making would mark me as more than just a rogue operative. It would brand me a traitor to the very people who had trained me to hunt. Yet the thought of executing orders that would lead to her death twisted my insides. I was more than just a weapon; I had a heart that beat wildly for her, one that would refuse to quiet even in the face of impending doom.

      I was about to sprint after her when a voice broke through my earpiece once again, thick with menace. “Too late, Ronan. We’re sending in a clean-up crew now. You will not interfere.”

      Panic surged within me, a serpentine grip wrapping around my throat. “No! I won’t let them take her. I’ll do this myself,” I bit back, the words solidifying into a vow. I dropped the rifle, a silent scream of defiance escaping me as I turned from my vantage point and descended the fire escape ladder, two feet at a time.

      In less than a minute, I was on the ground, the sounds of chaos still echoing in my ears. I navigated the alleyways, my heart racing with the knowledge that every corner I turned could lead me right into the hands of the mercenaries after her. Yet, nothing could deter me now. I wasn’t running from danger; I was rushing toward it, to the one person who might save me from the chasms of my own soul.

      As I rounded a corner, I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure standing by the abandoned storefront, her silhouette stark against the backdrop of the city, a ghost caught in a web of her own making. She was desperate, and in that moment, I sensed her struggle, hiding, fighting, and yearning for freedom, just as I had.

      I could hear the mercenaries moving quickly, their gleeful shouts echoing in the narrow confines of the alleyways, intensifying the panic that gripped my chest. They were drawing nearer, like vultures circling a wounded animal. And she was

      “Maybe I need to get burned,” I shot back, my grip tightening on the rifle as I scanned the area again. My gaze traced her movement with laser focus, tracking her as she slipped into the shadows of an old workshop, an ancient relic against the neon-lit squalor beyond.

      For a heartbeat, I felt alive again. The calloused edges of my existence softened as I considered how every moment spent with Sasha had ignited something deep within me. It was a longing buried beneath layers of guilt and remorse. Her strength breathed life into the dying embers of my soul, and I refused to smother that flame.

      “Your mission is to eliminate,” came the low rumble again, but it was less of an order now but a final plea. “There’s no way out of this without the kill.”

      “I said no!” The word erupted like a volcano, hot and fiery. “I’ll find her and extract her myself if it comes to that.”

      A beat of silence followed, empty and forbidding, before he responded, resignation laced through his voice. “Understand that if you do this, you’re considered AWOL. They will hunt you down.”
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