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            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      Jillian’s life is a high-speed chase of flashing lights and thumping beats, a perfect cover to drown out the darkness within. Between rocking the stage and striking a pose, there’s no room for distractions—except for Luke, the one man she can’t seem to shake from her mind. When fate swaps her bodyguard with her best friend’s, putting Luke within arm’s reach, Jillian’s pulse races for more reasons than one. But with secrets lurking in her shadow, she fears her inner chaos might just push him away for good.

      Luke has spent countless hours in the background, guarding more than just bodies; he’s been shielding his heart. But the walls crumble when it comes to Jillian, the star he’s silently sworn to protect. The moment danger slices through her world, all bets are off. Luke’s ready to step into the limelight and defend her from the threats that stalk her steps.

      As Jillian’s past plays a game of catch-up, and life deals her new blows, it’s Luke who stands steadfast, ready to catch her if she falls. All he needs is for her to hand over the reins to her haunted history—and to trust him with her now, and every tomorrow. Can they turn the page on yesterday’s pain and compose a future together, or will Jillian’s demons choreograph one dance too many?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          JILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      Being the little of the band is a wild ride. Music is my heartbeat, and I've got Jax to thank for the gig of a lifetime. He spotted me crooning at a piano bar, a side hustle to my college grind and modeling gigs. At one of my fashion shows, Jax slid me a flyer for his band. I was a no-show at first, lost in the haze of an after party, but Jax wasn't one to give up. I took the leap, and there I was, the band's harmony, singing with the lead—a dream gig.

      Years down the line, I'm still riding that high. The rush of the stage, the fans echoing our lyrics—it's a buzz that never fades. We've sharpened our skills, pushed by Jax to stretch our limits—from storytelling on the screen to spinning the decks. Dex, our stick man, has blasted past all our dreams, now a golden pen at Starlight Music Distribution, right up there with Jax.

      What a ride it's been, a real saga, but we've weathered it as one. They're more than my crew; they're home. Jax is the dad I never had, Dex the brother watching my back, Liam's the rock-steady pal, and Charlie? Well, he's the fun on speed dial.

      The past few years have been full-throttle, and our little family's getting bigger. Love is in the air and watching them take the plunge is pure joy. Even Dex, Mr. Doubt-it-all, has jumped the broom.

      As I'm chilling in the salon chair, I swipe through Dex's wedding pics, those snapshots of pure feels. I always pegged Jax as the softie, but Dex outdid him. Hearing their vows, feeling Luke's arm around me, catching that soft look in his eyes—it shook me, made me see how love can flip the script.

      My phone buzzes, yanking me back from memory lane.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Carlos: Hey baby girl, coming to Venice. Are you available?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Hi Carlos. Depends on the hour but I guess so. I have a shooting until five p.m.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carlos: Sounds good. Do you want me to pick you up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: No need. See you at Caramels.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Carlos: Right on.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Carlos is a buddy I can really let loose with. Diving into the submissive role turned out to be way more complex than I thought. It's a dance that requires the perfect partner, and Carlos? He gets it. He honors the lines I've drawn, and whenever he's in town, we make time for a coffee and some real talk. Outsiders often get BDSM wrong, pegging it as a perversion and sex. But for me, it's about empowerment, facing down fears, and coming out stronger, more confident.

      “So, how short are we going?” Emily, my hairstylist, motions with her fingers the length she's eyeing to snip.

      Catching her reflection, I hold up my hands, showing a conservative length. “Just a trim. You know I guard these locks like Fort Knox.” She's always campaigning for a major cut. Nice try, but no dice.

      “Gotcha.” She winks.

      I'm all for switching things up, but only when the stars align—like our upcoming summer bash. The thought of seeing Luke again has my nerves jangling. Samantha's little hints about him have me dodging family shindigs like they're dodgeballs. But my disappearing act didn't slip past Luke; he's got a knack for showing up at my doorstep.

      From the start, Luke snagged my attention and never let go. I wanted to dive deep into his world, but my better angels slapped the brakes on that idea. Ever since the night that went sideways, I've been living by a promise to my dad's memory—to keep it together, avoid the drama. But then there's Luke—charming, maddening Luke—who has a way of popping up everywhere. One look from him turns me into a puddle, yet the fear of getting turned down is real. I'm the younger one, and while I don't mind the age gap, he's stayed in his lane, and I've stayed in mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            JILLIAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m feeling myself, embracing every curve, though a size smaller up top wouldn’t hurt. Running's my jam, even if these girls make it a challenge.

      Zoe’s behind the lens, hyping me up. “You're camera gold, Jill!” I lean into it, letting the flashes paint me in shimmer. A bit tricky to scrub off, but if it sells, I'm game.

      Then it's Sean's turn. He's new, tardy too, ticking Zoe off. Time’s money, after all. But I’m on it, easing into poses before she even asks. Short stature’s a plus—I cozy up to him, feeling out his vibe.

      “Hands on hips, Sean. Lean in,” Zoe directs. I close my eyes, his breath tingling my skin as fabric slides up. “You two are on fire!” she cheers.

      “You cool?” I murmur.

      He nods, unsure. “Getting used to...”

      “Me or Zoe?”

      “Both, I guess.”

      I guide him, eyes locked. “Focus on me, Sean. Forget the rest.”

      “Guess...”

      “No guessing. Just do it,” I say. “No kissing, though.” Learned that lesson. Time's ticking.

      “Shame,” he murmurs.

      “Off with the dress,” Zoe orders. Sean’s fingers trail, inches from my lips. I see desire flicker, playing along. Zoe wants sexy—we'll deliver.

      “About to touch you,” I whisper. “Stay good.” My lingerie's killer. Ordered it in every shade. Wrapping around him, I draw him close, his grip firm.

      “Hell yeah!” Zoe giggles. I peel off Sean’s shirt, tracing my fingers down to his waistband. He catches my wrist, pinning it above my head. “Plant one on her neck,” Zoe orders. I tilt my head, baring my neck as Zoe clicks away. “Nailed it! We're wrapped.” She heads to her computer as the crew dims the lights.

      Sean lets go of my wrist, and I drift over to Zoe. “These pics are fire.” She beams, flicking through the images. “Now you see why they're all about you, Jill?” She gestures to the shot where Sean's hand trails down my leg.

      “You're slaying it, Zoe,” I cheer, pecking her on the cheek. “Can I snag this solo one?”

      “Just that one?” She peeks at me, eyebrow raised.

      “Yep, it's time for a profile upgrade,” I flash a grin. Suddenly, Sean's draping his shirt over my shoulders. I twist toward him, whispering a grateful “Thanks.”

      “Got it, it's yours,” Zoe declares, her gaze swinging to the entrance. “Hey there, Luke!”

      I whip around. Luke's by the door, arms folded, wearing a scowl. Curiosity piqued, I head his way. “Didn't know Emma was in town.”

      He plucks Sean's shirt from me and helps me into my robe. “She's not. I'm on duty today.”

      My pulse dances. “And Venya?” I scan the room, thrown off balance.

      “Anna's got a thing,” Luke says, but there's a flicker in his eyes. Venya left that out this morning. Luke's glare cuts to Sean, hovering a beat too long.

      “How about coffee sometime, Jill?” Sean tries to play it cool.

      “Back off, Casanova. She's not buying what you're selling,” he growls, pulling me closer. The robe's tied securely, and now his arms shield me. My heart races, caught in the thrill and peril of his embrace.

      “Enjoy your day,” Sean stammers, beating a hasty retreat. Can't blame him. Luke's got that 'do not mess with me' vibe down pat, and I won't lie, it's kind of a thrill. Not in the mood to spell out my 'no fraternizing' policy, I appreciate the backup.

      Luke's hand is a brand on my shoulder, searing through the fabric. “Show's over, you can clock out,” I tell him, slipping out from under his grip.

      His response is to plant himself on a stool, eye level with me for once. “I've got different orders,” he shrugs.

      I wrestle with the stubborn knot at my waist. “Seriously, this knot is overkill.”

      He smirks, gives a tug on a string, and suddenly I'm reeled in closer. “Needed to send a message to drool-boy over there.”

      I can't help but roll my eyes. “There's a whole world of women out there.”

      “Maybe, but you're one of a kind,” his throat working a telltale swallow as my robe parts slightly. I brace for his gaze to dip, but it doesn't. His eyes stay on mine. “What's on the agenda?”

      “Shower, Caramels, home,” I count off, hand raised. “You don't need to babysit me, take a break.”

      “That's a no-go. I'll be in the car,” he stands, just as Zoe pops up.

      “Hey, Luke,” Zoe chimes in, and I'm out the door. Why is Luke sticking like glue today? Venya could've sent anyone—or no one, it's a clear schedule.

      I grab my phone and dial Angel. If anyone can shake Luke, it's her.

      “Jill, what's up? I'm wrapped up in a meeting,” she whispers.

      “Can you give Luke the rest of the day off? I need space,” I blurt out, checking my reflection.

      “Done.” She disconnects before I can even say thanks. We'll circle back later.

      The shower's my solo stage as I hum our next hit, marveling how summer's slipping away. Feels like we just packed away the holiday decorations. With life at warp speed and concerts on the horizon, we could all use a breather. What better way to unwind than firing up the grill for a barbecue bash?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            LUKE

          

        

      

    

    
      I never pictured the little princess giving me the time of day. Emma and Samantha, her besties, have been buzzing about me, and lately, Jillian's playful side has been cranked up a notch with the teases. Took me a hot minute to catch on, and I'm still piecing it together. Some days Jillian's all over me, other days she's quiet, and then there are those moments she seems to wish I'd vanish. Talk about mixed signals.

      No way I'm asking Emma or Samantha for the lowdown—that's a dead-end street. But they've gone and put her in my head, and now she's all I can think about. She's way out of my league, and I know I ought to steer clear, for both our sakes. Yet here I am, outside Zoe's studio, about to catch Jillian in action at her photoshoot.

      Stepping inside, I almost come undone. I've been orbiting Jillian's world since her band signed with SMD Records, and this year I've gotten closer, but it turns out I didn't know jack. Watching her work the camera, I'm floored. Sure, she's a knockout, but a model? Venya, her bodyguard, always boasted about her brand deals, but I figured it was just big talk because he landed the most boring member of the Darkest Symphony. After hanging with her in Italy for Samantha and Dex's wedding, though, boring is the last word I'd use for her. Reserved, maybe, but she's anything but dull. And now, she's the star of my dreams, driving me wild and leaving me wanting more.

      

      Angel's name pops up on my phone, and I can't help but chuckle. Jillian's as predictable as a rerun, but today's my shot to hang with her solo. No way I'm letting the sun set without making my move.

      “Typical,” I mutter, grinning and kicking back into the chair.

      “Keep an eye on her,” comes the sharp command, and I'm instantly on alert, my gaze snapping to Jillian's dressing room door.

      “What's going on?” I'm already on my feet, edging closer.

      “Luke, you're not her bodyguard, I won't spell it out. Just watch her back, you hear?” Angel's tone cuts through, brooking no argument.

      “On it, Angel.” I pocket my phone and sidle into the room.

      Her scent hits me like a warm embrace, subtle yet lingering. There she is, humming their latest hit, stepping out of the shower. I lean against the door, drinking in the sight of her in that towel, and cough a warning just as she's about to drop it.

      She startles, towel slipping from her fingers. “For fuck’s sake, Luke!”

      “I didn't mean to freak you out, I'm sorry,” my eyes darts to the other corner of the room. Ever since I saw her at Verdi's, the Italian BDSM club we hit up for the bachelorette bash, that image has been on loop in my mind, sparking a fire to discover how she'd respond to my touch. But making her uneasy is the last thing I want.

      “What in the world are you doing here? I told you to take a break today,” she hisses, barely audible.

      “Angel's orders, kiddo. Just doing my job,” I can't help but crack a smile, noticing her clothes are within reach.

      She strides over, snatches her outfit off the hanger, and wraps up in a towel, shielding her figure. “Pretty sure peeping isn't in the job description. Out!” she barks. My mind reels back to that tiny swimsuit she flaunted in Italy, almost certain she aimed to make me unravel. It nearly did me in, to the point where I dodged poolside hangs.

      I risk a glance at her ass. She's a knockout, and her fiery spirit just dials up the allure. I force my gaze skyward, grappling for some chill. Groceries, the weather, anything mundane to snap me back to my senses. But then her hands land on my chest, scorching through the fabric, and I can't help but look down.

      “You good, Luke?” Is she digging into my head, or just stirring the pot?

      “Always,” I bluff, just as she gives me a playful pinch. “Hey! Why the jab?”

      “You're full of it, Luke,” she scoffs, pulling away. The fiery temptress fades, replaced by a wounded expression that twists my gut.

      “Jillian…” I block the door with my frame.

      “I'm late.” She dodges my gaze.

      On impulse, I lift her onto the countertop, boxing her in. “Look at me.”

      She trembles, shoving at me. “Let me go!” Her breathing hitches, and I back off instantly. What's going on? She hops down and bolts from the dressing room. I realize she's out of reach after a heartbeat. Calling her name as I chase after her doesn't slow her down, and I'm left feeling like the world's biggest jerk. I've spooked her. What the hell did I just do?

      I watch her slide into the car, her forehead dropping to the steering wheel before the engine roars to life. I start toward her, but she shakes her head, freezing me in place. I've botched it with the one woman I've been dying to get close to.

      Jill speeds off to Caramels, and I'm hot on her heels. Something's off, and I can't shake the feeling. Pulling up, I spot Carlos lounging on the hood of his cherry Mustang. I step out, drawn over to where he's perched.

      “Luke, man, good to see you.” He offers a handshake. “Jill giving you the runaround?” He cracks a smile, but my mood's flat lined.

      “Not even close.” I risk a glance at Jill. She turns away and beelines for Caramels. “Had no clue you were back.”

      “Just breezing through,” he replies, eyes tracking Jill. “Everything cool?”

      “Blew it. Crossed a line. Won't happen again,” I muster a half-smile, but Carlos' sharp gaze leaves me tasting regret. From Italy to now, he's been her watchdog, and their Verdi's scene didn't leave much to the imagination. Yet, Jill's never mentioned anyone special, never brought a plus-one to our cookouts. I thought maybe... But with Carlos here, there's no room for maybe.

      “Coming in?” he invites, heading for the door.

      I shake my head. “Here on duty.”

      “For Jill?” He raises an eyebrow—a silent question since we all got each other's backs. “Where's Venya?”

      “Family stuff,” I shrug, tossing another lie into the mix.

      “Alright then. Catch you later.” He removes his sunglasses and trails after Jill.

      “Luke, what's up?” Maurice, the owner and friend of mine, calls out. “Let me guess, Em's craving muffins?”

      I can't help but chuckle, sliding onto a stool. “On guard duty today,” I nod toward Jill. “But I'll take your killer coffee, some muffins for Emma, and toss in some donuts.”

      “Emma's expecting again?” His confusion is clear.

      “Nah, the donuts are mine,” I laugh, recalling the last time Maurice was the last to know about Emma's news even though it was public.

      “She’d never forgive me,” he replies, boxing up the muffins.

      “Jax is trying to keep her distracted, but she's onto him,” I sip my coffee and stealing glances at Jill.

      “They always figure it out. Surprises aren't easy,” he comments, wrapping up the donuts with a flourish.

      “Isn't that the truth?” I down my coffee, pay the tab, and bid Maurice farewell.

      Back in the car, Jill's reaction replays, twisting my gut. I pull out my phone and start typing a message.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why do I need to keep an eye on her until she's home?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Venya: Because those are orders?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Funny. Spit it out!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Venya: I have nothing to say. I was ordered so and I've never questioned.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Bullshit.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Venya: Look man, it's not my story to tell. Ask Angel or better Jill.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Yeah, sure.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Angel's lips are sealed, and Jill's gaze won't even brush past me. It's like I've become invisible, and the sting of that is a sharp slap to my ego. I'm stewing in my own regret, my face buried in my hands before I distract myself with mindless scrolling through videos, their humor failing to lift the weight off my chest.

      The coffee I downed might as well have been water for all the good it did. Hours of waiting in the car have left me restless, my leg bouncing with anxious energy as I play out possible conversations happening inside Caramels. Eyelids heavy, I'm on the brink of surrendering to exhaustion when movement catches my eye. They're leaving. Carlos's casual stride as he escorts Jill to her car, their hug—it's all too friendly, too intimate, and a sour taste of jealousy taints my mouth.

      Carlos acknowledges me with a wave, and I force a nod, feeling like a third wheel even from this distance. The drive to Venice drags out, a relentless traffic jam adding to the mounting frustration. Each stop is a pause in my spiraling thoughts. I snatch up my phone, the screen glow a beacon of false hope as I tap out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: If I stepped out of line, I'm sorry.

      

      

      

      

      

      I'm no stranger to mess-ups, but the ache in my chest at the thought of causing her distress is a new kind of torture.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Didn't mean to freak you out. My bad.

      

      

      

      

      

      The words are hollow, an inadequate bandage over a wound. In a burst of anger and helplessness, the phone becomes a projectile, thudding against the dashboard. I've never felt clumsier, more out of my depth.

      Finally, we're both parked outside her condo. Jill moves with a purpose, a shield of composure that I know I've cracked. I'm out of my car, trailing her like a lost shadow to the entrance, stopping short when she does.

      “No need to come up, I’m home.” Her whisper slices through the tension, a clear dismissal.

      “I need to see you close the door behind you,” I say, my voice firmer than I feel, hands clenched in an effort to contain the turmoil inside. “I won't take the elevator, don't worry.”

      “Fourth floor then,” she concedes, and the condo door swallows her.

      I take the stairs two at a time, the exertion a welcome distraction from the gnawing concern. I'm there, waiting, as she steps out of the elevator. Our eyes meet, and there's a universe of words in that silent exchange.

      “Goodnight,” she says, a finality that feels like a door closing on more than just her apartment.

      I watch her disappear, the click of the lock echoing. I'm left alone in the hallway, the frustration and regret bubbling up as I lean on the doorframe, cursing my actions and the distance they've created.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            JILLIAN

          

        

      

    

    
      My back flush against the door, I draw in a ragged breath, my mind racing. Luke's presence is palpable, just beyond the wood, and a wave of guilt crashes over me for not letting him in. But the sudden claustrophobia blindsided me, dredging up a haunting memory I can't seem to shake. I trust Luke—I know in my bones he wouldn't harm a hair on my head—but the fear that gripped me was raw and real. A knock shatters the silence, and I hold my breath, paralyzed. Is he still out there, questioning my sudden retreat?

      With trepidation, I inch the door open to emptiness, a lone package at my doorstep the only sign he was ever there. I snatch it up, hoping against hope he's nearby, that he doesn't see me as just another case of hysteria. Ever since we returned from Dex's wedding, it's as if he's been looking at me differently, as if he's finally noticed the heart I wear on my sleeve for him. I dismiss the thought—it's ludicrous. Even if by some miracle he felt the same, my past is a monster that would send him running.

      The note he left with the package is like a punch to the gut. His apologies are kind, but they cut deep, reminding me of the yearning I've tried to bury. I'm the broken one, and as the grim anniversary looms closer, my anxiety spirals out of control.

      A glance out the window confirms the void where his car used to be. A swell of solitude washes over me, and I retreat into the false safety of my apartment, locking out the world.

      Unwrapping the package from Caramels, I can't help but smile through my sorrow at the sight of my favorite donuts. As the sugar melts on my tongue, a brief moment of bliss pierces the loneliness. He knows my secret craving—what else has he discerned about me? I quickly banish the thought, my fingertips sticky with glaze.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Might save you one. Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      The phone remains silent, no immediate balm for my aching heart. I toss it aside, stripping away the day's facade and slipping into the comfort of pajamas. My humming fills the emptiness as I cleanse my face of its daily mask.

      Living alone is a battle after the constant companionship of the Darkest Symphony. They were my sanctuary from the shadows that haunt my dreams. But it was time to claim my independence, to stand on my own, even if it meant facing the echoing silence of my apartment.

      In the studio, I check my phone one more time, a flicker of hope for a word from Luke. But why would he reply, after witnessing my meltdown? He must think he's the cause.

      I open the folder of new songs, immersing myself in the lyrics, seeking solace in the familiar rhythm of my work. The stillness is suddenly pierced by an unsettling creak. My body goes rigid, every muscle tensed. It's ludicrous how the solitude makes me jump at shadows. But then, another noise—a thud from the kitchen. My breath catches, my pulse racing sending a shockwave of fear through me. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely grip the phone. The kitchen noises crescendo into a nightmare symphony. Adrenaline pumping, I smash the call button, my mind screaming for rescue. Luke answers on the second ring, urgency in his tone. “Jillian?”

      “There's someone else in here,” I hiss, voice barely above a breath as footsteps creep closer to the studio.

      “I'm on my way.” The sound of his car horn blares through the speaker, followed by the growl of his engine. “Stay on the line, don't hang up. Can you speak?”

      “No,” I choke out, tears threatening to break through. I'm trying to make myself small, every breath feels like a shout.

      “I'm close,” he swears, and there's another blast of the horn. The rev of the engine is a promise of his approach.

      “Please, be quick,” I plead, my voice trembling as the shadow pauses in the doorway. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Not here.

      Not again.

      Not anymore.

      “Jill, talk to me,” Luke's voice cuts through the silence, but I'm unraveled, sobbing silently as the intruder's weight shifts on the floorboards.

      Then, a door slams.

      I flinch, heart pounding.

      “Jill, where are you?” It's Luke's voice again, closer now, but fear has me in a vise grip.

      When he swivels my chair around and drops to his knees before me, I collapse into his arms.

      “It's okay, you're safe now. I've got you.” His voice is a soothing balm as he cradles me, his hand gentle on my back. “Did someone break in?” he breathes, his concern tangible.

      I can only nod, still clinging to him.

      He attempts to stand, but I can't let go. Without a word, he scoops me up, my safe place in the storm, and I burrow into the warmth of his neck, his scent a lighthouse in the fog of my terror.

      He carries me through the apartment, a silent sentinel. Finally sitting down with me in his lap, I dare to look up at him. He powers up my computer, his phone at the ready as he dials Venya with a swift, practiced movement.

      “Please don't...” I whisper, my plea barely audible over the sound of the phone connecting.

      “Luke, how's the evening?” Venya's voice crackles with a casual laugh.

      “Cut the small talk. What's the camera password?” Luke's voice is steel, his hand on my back a steady rhythm trying to soothe my racing heart.

      “It's Jillian's birthday. But why?” Venya's curiosity is piqued as I burrow deeper into Luke's embrace.

      “I'm at Jillian's. There's been a break-in. I need to check the footage,” Luke's fingers fly over the keyboard, his protective aura enveloping me. Does he remember my birthday?

      Venya exhales sharply, the frustration clear even through the phone. “No break-in, Luke. We've been down this road. She's scared before, we've checked—nothing's there.”

      A lump forms in my throat, tears spilling over. Now Luke will think I'm just crying wolf.

      “Why the fuck wasn't I told?” Luke's anger is a silent thunder.

      “Look, she's said it a few times, I've looked into it, and there's never any evidence,” Venya starts, but he's cut off.

      “What the fuck?” Luke interrupts, fury lacing his words. “That's not your call to make, evidence or not. Has Angel been told?”

      “No,” Venya admits reluctantly.

      “Get over here now!” Luke barks, the line going dead. He moves away to focus on the screen. The footage is grainy, and then it just blinks out.

      I catch Luke's eye, his jaw working overtime. “What was that?” I breathe out.

      “How long has this been happening?” His gaze locks onto mine, searching.

      “Since last year,” I confess, the weight of the secret heavy in the air.

      “You've got to be kidding me,” Luke leans back, his frustration palpable. I fear he's doubting me, and I try to pull away, but his arms reel me back in. “Stay,” he insists, holding me tight. “I'm sorry about earlier. I didn't mean to frighten you.”

      “It's not on you,” I mumble, finding comfort in his hold.

      “What happened tonight?” he probes gently.

      “I heard something, saw a shadow—it freaked me out.” I meet his eyes. “I know it sounds crazy, but...”

      “I believe you,” he interjects firmly. “I want to know why Venya doesn't.”

      “I found things moved—my pillow, shampoo, panties,” I confess, the embarrassment a hot flush on my skin. “Venya was skeptical. Then, I just felt watched, so I bailed.”

      “You moved because of this?” He's incredulous, his gaze sharp.

      “Yeah, Santa Monica, then downtown, now here,” I fiddle with my pajamas, anxious.

      “You moved twice over this?” Disbelief and concern edge his voice.

      “I never caught anyone, but it felt like someone was there. Venya brushed it off,” I say, my voice small.

      “Did you tell Venya about feeling watched?”

      “Yes, but he didn't buy it. It kept happening,” I admit, twisting my shirt in my hands.

      “Pack your things. You're not staying here,” Luke decides, his fists balled in determination before getting up and placing me down.

      “Why do you believe me when neither the therapist does?” The tears fall freely now, my voice a mix of gratitude and confusion.

      He steps closer, wiping away the tears with a gentle touch. “What was the therapy for, if you don't mind me asking?”

      I felt the edges of my sanity fraying. “I thought I was going crazy,” I confess, pressing my face into the warmth of his hand, my defenses crumbling.

      “Just grab your things.” His voice is a soft command that somehow steadies me.

      Luke trails behind me to my bedroom, but then he starts scanning the room with a detective's eye—every shadow under the lamps, every inch of the furniture. I let him, focusing on packing. I don't care where he's taking me; anywhere is better than this haunted space. His muttered curses filter through the room, and I sneak a glance at him.

      “I think I've got everything,” I pause in the kitchen. My eyes land on the box of donuts. “Please tell me those were from you.”

      He turns, a bashful grin lighting up his face. “Didn't know how else to say sorry, and I know you can't resist those sugar bombs.”

      I'm about to speak about today when the door swings open.

      “I'm here,” Venya announces, his gaze landing on me. “Where are you headed?”

      “She's coming with me,” Luke growls, pinning Venya against the wall with a fury I've never seen. “And you, do your damn job!”

      “What the hell, Luke!” Venya shoves back, anger flashing in his eyes.

      “How many break-ins have there been?” Luke demands, his voice steely.

      Venya glares at me, clearly irritated. “No one's broken in, I do my job just fine,” he retorts.

      “Well, genius, explain this.” Luke slams a handful of disturbed items on the table. “Someone's been here, making themselves right at home.”

      “That's not possible,” Venya scoffs, skepticism written all over his face.

      Luke jabs a finger toward my studio. “Check the footage I saved before it got wiped, then talk to me about possible.”

      Venya's eyes flicker to me, confusion and doubt mingling in his expression.

      “I'm sorry,” I whisper, the words hollow as Luke pulls me away.

      “We'll hash this out in the morning,” Luke fumes, hammering the elevator call button with the side of his fist.
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      Venya's blunder ignites a firestorm within me, a mix of protective rage and professional disappointment. He's one of my best, yet he's fallen short where it matters most—to keep Jillian safe. As I guide her into my car, I can feel the shift in the air. The space feels invaded by her presence, yet in a way that's oddly comforting. She's here, real and vulnerable, seeking solace in a donut—her quirky coping mechanism that brings a reluctant smile to my face.

      “Do you want a bite?” Jillian's voice is light, but her eyes search mine for some kind of reassurance. As I lean in and take a bite from her offering, there's an unexpected spark of connection. It's not just the sweetness of the donut—it's the shared moment, an unspoken acknowledgment of the ordeal we're both wading through.

      Her smirk, as she teases me, is a bright spot in the gloom. It's a reminder that despite the fear, she can still find joy in the small things—a trait I find both endearing and admirable.

      “Dinner?” I ask, trying to inject some normalcy into the situation. Her response is nonchalant, but I can sense the underlying strain. She's been through a lot, and the sugary substitute for a meal is a red flag I can't ignore.

      As I confiscate the box of donuts, her feigned pout sends laughter rolling through me. It's a welcome release from the tension that's been building all night. “We'll have a takeaway. Sushi good?” I know it's her favorite—it's a small detail I've tucked away from past conversations, a piece of her that I've kept close.

      She nods, and I can see the relief in her posture. It's a decision she doesn't have to make, a small certainty on an evening fraught with uncertainty.

      As we drive, I can feel Jillian's anxiety, her tapping a silent metronome of unease. “Where are we going, Luke?” Her voice is small, a mix of curiosity and residual fear.

      “At mine,” I admit, and there's a palpable shift. She relaxes in her seat, a silent surrender to the safety I'm offering. “Are you scared of dogs?” I probe, looking for any sign of discomfort.

      Her surprise is genuine. “You got a dog?”.

      “It makes me gain some points?” I try to keep it light, to show her a side of me that isn't just about the badge and the bravado.

      “Points for what?” Her question is a playful challenge, and I'm caught off guard by how much I care about her perception of me.

      “For being a good guy, I guess,” I reply, steering the conversation away from the darkness that's chasing us.

      “You are a good guy, Luke.” Her soft acknowledgment hits me like a punch to the gut as I flick open the garage. I'm not used to being seen in such a light, and it rattles me more than I want to admit.

      “I'm not at all, Jill,” I counter, my defenses back up.

      “Bad boys get more points.” She winks before stepping out of the car, and I follow, carrying her bag like a shield.

      Spike's greeting is enthusiastic, his joyful antics a stark contrast to the night's events. Jillian's smitten, letting him cover her face in doggy kisses. Her laughter is music to my ears, a sound I realize I've been craving without knowing it. “Seems he likes you,” I note, watching their interaction with a warmth spreading through my chest.

      “Is this a good thing?” she giggles, wiping her face clean.

      “It means he's got good taste,” I feel an unexpected surge of pride. Spike's approval feels like a win, a small victory on a night that's been an uphill battle.

      “He's got good instincts,” she coos, calling him over. “I'm your guest tonight, okay, Spike?” His bark is all the approval we need.

      “Let's show you around,” I suggest, taking her hand. “It's a work in progress—haven't had much time for the renovations.” Between the job and the chaos, home improvement's been the last thing on my mind.

      “You're tackling the renovations solo?” Jillian's eyes widen with genuine curiosity, as if the idea of me swinging a hammer is borderline miraculous.

      “It's my kind of therapy,” I say with a casual shrug, “keeps me from doing anything rash.”

      “I can't exactly picture you doing something rash.” She chuckles, her laughter lighting up the space as she heads for the kitchen.

      “Prepare to be amazed,” I tease, following her into the culinary heart of my home.

      She steps into the kitchen and stops dead. “Oh wow,” she breathes out, taking in the open layout, the blend of steel and warmth, and the view that stretches out to the ocean.

      “It's meant to impress,” I say, but there's a jolt of pride in my chest. This kitchen is my sanctuary, where I can create and control, unlike the chaos of the outside world.

      Spike's antics draw a delighted laugh from her. “Your guests are going to love this,” she says, her gaze still locked on the view.

      “You're the first,” I admit, suddenly aware of the intimacy of the moment. “Spike, sit!” The command comes out sharper than I intend.

      She's quick to defend the pup, her touch gentle on his ears. “He's fine. I grew up with a Dalmatian—Fifì was her name.” Her voice is tinged with nostalgia.

      “You ever think about getting a dog yourself?” I ask, watching Spike lap up the affection.

      “With my schedule? Hardly.” Her smile is wistful, and I can tell the idea appeals to her, even if it's not practical.

      “Right.” I click my tongue, and Spike obediently rises. “This way to the library,” I gesture, leading her down the hallway.

      Her eyes dance with wonder as we enter the room. “Did you put this together?” She brushes a hand along the bookshelves, accidentally dislodging a stack of books.

      “Shit, sorry,” she mutters, dropping to her knees to pick them up.

      “It's fine. It's a work in progress,” I help her. “If you need a spot to work, it's yours.”

      Her gaze locks onto mine. “What, you planning on keeping me prisoner in your castle?” The tease is light, but there's an undercurrent of real question there.

      “Not a prisoner,” I say, firm but gentle. “Just want to make sure you're safe. It might take some time.”

      She spins to face me, her face a mix of surprise and gratitude. “Then tomorrow, I'll find a hotel.”

      I lean against the couch, trying to project calm. “Save your cash, Jill. There's room to spare here.”

      “Luke, you don't owe me anything for today,” she insists, a note of frustration creeping in. “I already told you, none of this is on you.”

      “Look, I just need to know you're safe, and Carlos? He's got his act together way more than I do.” The thought of her at Carlos's place tightens my fists. “If you wanna crash there, fine, but no way are you staying in a hotel alone.” The words are like gravel in my mouth, and inside, I'm kicking myself for even suggesting it.

      “Carlos? Why would I interrupt his vacation over this?” Jillian raises an eyebrow, clearly not on board with the idea.

      “You're not gonna tell him?” I'm taken aback. If it were my girl in danger, I'd want to be in the know.

      “He doesn't need to be worried about tonight's mess,” she huffs with a dismissive wave.

      “Why the hell not?” I'm genuinely confused now.

      “Why?” She echoes, her confusion mirroring mine. “He's on vacation, Luke, having a good time. Why spoil that? Sure, we're friends, but I'd never ask him to drop everything for me.”

      “Friends don't know each other's taste,” I blurt out before I can stop myself. Damn, out loud, Luke? Her shocked expression says it all, and I'm praying for a sinkhole to swallow me whole.

      “He's a Dom, I'm a Sub. But not his, not anyone's. What you saw at Verdi's was a scene, nothing more.” Her gaze locks onto mine, challenging, clarifying.

      “I just thought...” I trail off, scrambling to sort my thoughts without stepping on a landmine.

      She's tapping her foot, impatient. “Spit it out.”

      “I thought maybe that's why you freaked out today,” I admit, the words hanging heavy between us.

      She shakes her head, a mixture of frustration and relief in her eyes. “No, Luke. You caught me off guard, that's all.” Is that a good thing? Her glance is tentative, searching, and I can't ignore the sadness there. I've got no right to pry into her life or pass judgment.

      “We're good?” I ask, hoping we've cleared the air, but knowing there's more she's holding back.

      “Yeah, even though now I'm the one invading your space.” Her sweet smile a balm to the tension.

      “Get over here, Jill.” I spread my arms wide, and she doesn't hesitate, stepping right into them. The feel of her, safe and sound, is a relief I hadn't realized I'd been craving. “You're not invading. This space is yours too,” I tell her as she hugs me tighter.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, just as the doorbell rings and Spike's barking fills the room.

      “Dinner's here,” I murmur, but she's clinging on. Without thinking, I plant a kiss on her head and lift her up, cradling her close.

      “I'm not a monkey, Luke,” she giggles, playfully slapping my shoulder.

      “Okay, trouble,” I chuckle, setting her back on her feet. “Be right back.” With that, I head for the door, already missing the warmth of her hug.

      Stepping out of the library, I head to the door and settle up with the delivery guy. Making my way back to the kitchen, I catch Jill rifling through the fridge for drinks.

      “Hope you're cool with it,” she says, lining up the plates like she owns the place, “but those glasses were a stretch for me.”

      “Check out the sideboard,” I point, chuckling as I unload the sushi feast onto the island. “No high jumps needed.”

      She laughs, a sound that cuts through the tension. “Guess I can't quite reach the moon like you can,” she teases, thumbing in my direction.

      “Keep it up, short stuff,” I jest, settling in and popping open the containers. “I wasn't sure what you'd like, so I went with a sampler of everything.”

      She cracks her chopsticks with a smooth snap, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Took a detour through the bedroom,” she says, dabbing a generous amount of wasabi on her sushi.

      I try to keep my cool as she savors her bite. “Don't worry. The couch is mine tonight. The other rooms are still a work in progress.”

      “No way, I'm claiming the couch,” she insists, her mouth full of sushi.

      “Not happening. In this house, my word is law. You're not couch surfing on my watch.” That's when my phone buzzes—Angel's name flashing on the screen.

      Jill's hand shoots out, blocking me. “Zip it about tonight, alright? Venya will keep it under wraps.”

      I nod, flicking the speaker on. “Hey Angel, what's up?”

      “Just touching base. What's the latest?” She's fishing, and I exchange a silent look with Jill.

      “Same old, same old. Back at the ranch,” I reply, skirting the truth.

      “Great. Listen, could you be a pal and escort Jill to her shoots this week? Venya's out with the flu, and Emma's cool with it since Jax is home too.” Angel's voice is weary, the weight of the upcoming tour hanging on her words.

      “No biggie, Angel. My downtime can wait.” Jill's grip tightens on my arm, her head shaking a silent plea.

      “If things go sideways, you'll holler, yeah?” Angel's tone is off, laced with concern.

      I kill the speaker and step out onto the porch. “You holding out on me?”

      “Just office talk. We'll catch up in person,” Angel says, her discomfort with phone chatter out of character.

      “I'll drop in at nine sharp tomorrow. Fill me in on Jillian's schedule,” I say, feeling Jill's eyes on me from inside.

      “See you in the morning. Night.” Angel ends the call, leaving me with the nagging sense that she's sidestepping something. Maybe she's just beat, or maybe it's more. Time will tell.

      “Does Angel know about tonight?” Jill's face is etched with concern.

      “Nah, Venya's playing hooky, so looks like you're stuck with me,” I give her a playful wink.

      She rolls her eyes with mock irritation. “Oh, what a pain.” I scoop her up and head back to the kitchen, her laughter filling the room. “Careful, I might get used to this royal treatment.”

      “You're no puppet, Jill,” I tell her as I set her on the countertop. “Now, you better eat, or those donuts are off-limits.”

      She playfully pouts, folding her arms. “What if I'm not hungry?”

      “Then I guess I'll just have to feed you,” I pick up a sushi roll with the chopsticks. “Come on, open up,” I coax. The mischievous glint in her eyes sends a jolt through me. She obliges, biting into the roll, her gaze locked with mine. Fuck, this is a dangerous game.

      I clear my throat, trying to keep my composure. “See, that wasn't so hard,” I eye the remaining sushi.

      “You're gonna be the death of me,” she mutters under her breath, and my ears perk up.

      “Why's that?” I ask, curiosity piqued.

      Her cheeks flush a soft pink. “No reason,” she deflects, trying to slide off the island. But I'm not having it—I grab her legs, pulling her back toward me.

      “Oh shit!” She gasps, but this time, she doesn't shove me away. She's waiting for my next move, but I'm holding back. My animal instincts are screaming at me to go further, but ruining this moment is the last thing on my mind.

      “What changes between now and this afternoon?” I whisper.

      Her breath hitches, her neck vein pulsing with anticipation. I'm dying to kiss it. “You caught me off guard.”

      “And now?” I press closer. “What do you want, little one?” I tease, blowing gently on her neck, earning a moan from her.

      “Jesus Christ, Luke,” she exclaims, her body trembling under my touch.

      “Not exactly a name I can bring you,” I chuckle, resting my forehead against hers. I need to get out of here before I lose control. I never imagined she'd have this effect on me. I step away, leaving her panting on the kitchen island.

      I head straight to the bedroom, grabbing fresh clothes from the drawer and making my way to the guest bathroom.

      “Luke!” I hear her call, but I strip off my clothes and step into the shower, turning on the cold water to cool down. Regaining some control, I switch it to hot as the steam envelops me in no time. Will I be the death of her? Does she even realize how much she turns me on with just a touch? I grip myself, thoughts of her racing through my mind. Leaning against the tiles, I pump furiously as the door bursts open, steam fogging the glass but freezing me in place.

      “That's not how this works. You can't just—” Jill's voice trails off as she sees me.

      “What, can't have a shower?” I smirk.

      “You can't mess with my head and then walk away.” She leans her forehead and hands against the glass.

      “Jill…” I reach out, wishing I could make this fucking glass disappear. I'll go to hell for this, but my desire for her is undeniable. My cock twitches as she starts to undress, fulfilling every fantasy I've ever had in an instant. I need to find my willpower because right now, my brain's short-circuited. As she enters the shower, I close my eyes, turn my back to her, bracing myself against the tiles. Her touch sends shivers down my spine.

      “How long have you been imagining this?” She whispers, her nails grazing my back.

      “Too damn long,” I confess with a groan.

      “And yet, you're still holding back.” She pulls me into a tight embrace.

      “I don't want to take advantage of you, Jill,” I confess, the weight of the day still heavy on her shoulders. This feels all kinds of wrong.

      She slips under my arm, locking eyes with me. “If I want it too, it's not taking advantage at all.” Her arms reach my neck. Before I know it, I'm lifting her up, her legs wrapping around my waist. “Kiss me, Luke,” she pants, her breath hot against my lips. “I need to feel your lips on mine.” Just one kiss. But one kiss leads to another, and I'm lost in the taste of her, better than I ever imagined. I can't hold back anymore. I need her.

      Breaking away, I find her breathless, her eyes pleading for more. I press her against the tiles, removing her bra with eager hands. I bend down, taking her nipple into my mouth, relishing every moan that escapes her lips. That sound is pure heaven. As she brushes against me, I sink to my knees, kissing the soft skin of her thighs.

      “I'm not made of glass, Luke,” she moans, looking down at me. It's not just the lust or the longing in her eyes that breaks me. It's the raw desire, the vulnerability, the look that says I'm worth it. Every reason I've given myself to stay away from her evaporates in that moment. She deserves better, but damn, I need her. And the way she looks at me, like I'm everything she's ever wanted... It's intoxicating.
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