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Prologue: Beneath the Uniform

Berlin, Germany – March

The snow had started falling again. Gentle, persistent, like it had nowhere else to be.

Captain Lance Westwood stood just outside the rusted gates of Mira’s primary school, his black leather gloves clenched tight around a slip of crumpled paper. The sky above him was a muted grey, heavy with unshed stories. Children ran past him in hurried laughter, and he stiffened instinctively—his body reacting like it always did. Always ready. Always alert.

But this was not a warzone.

Not anymore.

Still, his eyes scanned everything. The playground fence. The sleepy security guard. The mother fumbling for her keys. It wasn’t suspicion—it was survival. Lance had spent so long surviving that he didn’t know what simply living felt like.

The paper in his hand held a note from Mira’s teacher. Nothing dramatic. A request for a parent-teacher meeting. But it wasn’t the note that shook him—it was what Mira had whispered this morning while brushing her hair in the hallway mirror.

“Don’t be scary today, Dad.”

Those five words had undone him more than bullets ever had.

He wasn’t sure what tore more: the knowledge that his daughter had already learned to tread carefully around his moods, or the guilt that he hadn’t noticed sooner. Mira was a curious girl—sharp like a blade, kind like her mother had been, and fiercely loyal. And she was his. Fully and entirely his. Adopted at just under a year old, her existence had rewritten his entire identity from soldier to father. From fighter to protector.

And still, he kept wondering if he was doing it right. If he was enough.

When the school doors opened, she stepped out.

Elara Quinn.

Miss Quinn.

She didn’t look how he expected a teacher to look—not that he knew what that meant anymore. She wasn’t polished or overdone. Her cardigan was too big, her shoes scuffed, her smile warm but real. She moved with a quiet kind of grace, the kind that didn’t demand attention, yet kept it all the same.

Her gaze met his, and she didn’t flinch.

That was the second thing to undo him today.

The first being his daughter’s plea. The second being a woman who looked at him—battle scars, resting rage, rigid jaw and all—and didn’t see a warning.

She saw a man.

"Captain Westwood?" she asked softly, walking towards him.

“Just... Lance,” he replied, his voice rasping with disuse. “It’s not a battlefield.”

She tilted her head. “Isn’t it?”

And somehow, with just those two words, she disarmed him more than any enemy ever had.

Because beneath the uniform, behind the medals, beneath the cold mask he wore like a second skin—there was still a man who wanted something gentle.

Who missed laughter in the house.

Who feared losing what little softness he had left.

That day, he didn’t know it yet.

But Elara Quinn was not just Mira’s teacher.

She would become his compass.

His conflict.

His calm.

And one day—his forever.
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Chapter 1: Tea Parties & Trigger Fingers
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Berlin, Germany

The sun barely crested the horizon as the clock in Lance Donovan’s penthouse chimed six. The sound was sharp, deliberate, and fitting for a man who lived by precision. Even in the quiet of the morning, every movement of Lance’s was calculated, each moment designed to make him ready for the day ahead. There was no room for uncertainty in his life, no space for hesitation. It was what had made him one of the most feared army captains in the German military. But today? Today was different.

Lance’s eyes flicked toward the small, framed photograph sitting on the corner of his desk. It was of a little girl with dark, expressive eyes, and a shy smile that could melt even the coldest of hearts. Mira.

His daughter.

The day had begun like any other—cold, disciplined, efficient. But then, like a soft whisper on the wind, there was the thought of her. His adopted daughter. His responsibility. And somehow, in the quiet of the morning, her presence weighed more heavily than any army uniform or business deal. He’d been her father for seven years, but some days, it felt like he’d only just begun learning how to be a dad.

A knock at the door broke his reverie.

“Come in,” Lance’s voice was low, rough, the same tone he used when giving orders.

The door opened slowly, and there stood Mira, dressed in her school uniform. Her hair was braided neatly, her cheeks rosy from the brisk morning air. But it was her eyes that always caught him—big, bright, full of unspoken questions, waiting for answers that he didn’t always have.

“Morning, Dad,” she said, her voice soft but steady. She was only ten, but Mira had a maturity about her that far exceeded her age.

Lance forced a smile, the warmth of it not quite reaching his eyes. He wasn’t used to smiling. Not really. His life had been one of sharp orders, quiet discipline, and hardened resolve. But with Mira, he made an exception.

“Good morning, little one,” he replied, standing up from his desk to walk toward her. His hand instinctively reached out to adjust the strap on her school bag, something he did without thinking. He touched her shoulder as if to steady himself, feeling the weight of his own emotions in the simple gesture. She was his anchor—his reason for everything.

“You ready for school?” he asked, his voice a little softer now.

Mira nodded, her bright eyes sparkling with the kind of innocence Lance couldn’t bring himself to touch. “I have a new teacher today. Miss Bellamy.”

The name hung in the air, a strange tension forming in Lance’s chest. Miss Bellamy. The name sounded familiar, though he couldn’t place it. Something about it made his stomach tighten. His mind flickered through the possibilities. Was she one of the newer teachers at the school? Did she pose a threat? His instincts, honed over years of military service, screamed that something wasn’t quite right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

Mira continued talking, oblivious to her father’s internal shift. “She’s pretty, Dad. And she’s really kind.” She bounced on the balls of her feet, clearly excited. “She smiled at me when I walked in this morning. She’s really nice.”

The words were innocent enough, but something in Lance’s chest clenched. Kind? He thought of all the people who had once been kind to him and what that kindness had led to. His thoughts turned dark, but he forced the shadows away.

“Kind?” He repeated, his voice low, a hint of concern threading through the word. “Are you sure?”

Mira’s smile faltered slightly at the change in his tone, but she simply nodded. “Yes, Dad. She smiled at me. And she seemed really nice.”

Lance studied her, his eyes narrowing slightly as his mind churned. It was foolish, he knew, to let an innocent interaction like this send him into a spiral of suspicion. He’d raised Mira to be cautious, but not paranoid. Still, his protective instincts ran deep. They always had.

“I’m sure she’s fine, Dad,” Mira added, her voice soothing, though she had no idea of the depth of his unease.

Lance exhaled slowly. He was overthinking this. Miss Bellamy was probably just a normal teacher. Probably.

“Maybe you should have lunch with her today,” he suggested, his tone firm, not quite giving the order, but leaving no room for argument. “Just to be sure. You know, to get a sense of who she really is.”

Mira raised an eyebrow, studying her father closely. There was something about his demeanor that unsettled her. But she’d learned a long time ago that when her dad had that look in his eyes, there was no point in arguing.

“Okay, Dad,” she said quietly, her voice losing the usual cheerfulness, replaced by a subtle understanding. She knew when he was serious.

As she turned to leave, Lance felt a wave of relief mixed with guilt wash over him. He wasn’t sure if he was being overly cautious or just protective in the best way. There was so much he had to protect her from. Not just physical harm, but emotional turmoil too. He had promised her mother, on that fateful day when he’d taken Mira in, that he would keep her safe. But safety didn’t always come in the form of a locked door or a loaded gun. Sometimes, it meant keeping people at arm’s length—no matter how kind they seemed.

“Dad,” Mira called over her shoulder, pausing at the door. Her voice was soft, almost hesitant, as if she was afraid of asking something that might upset him.

Lance looked at her, raising an eyebrow. “What is it, sweetheart?”

Mira shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the uncertainty creeping back into her eyes. “You’ll be okay, right? I mean... after what happened last time?”

The mention of last time hit him like a cold slap. The night he had saved a girl from the thugs, the hooligans who thought they could take what they wanted. The memory was too fresh, too painful, but Lance wouldn’t let it show. He couldn’t.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, his voice hardening, as it always did when he spoke about matters that involved weakness. “Always.”

She nodded, seemingly satisfied with his answer, though the doubt still lingered in her gaze. She left the room, the door clicking softly behind her.

Lance stood still, his hand resting on the desk as he watched her go. The familiar sense of responsibility settled in his chest, a weight he’d carried since the day he had first become her father. He wasn’t just an army captain, a businessman, a protector. He was something else, too. Something deeper. And that something was his vulnerability.

But beneath the uniform, behind the hardened exterior, he was just a man doing the best he could to protect the little girl who had become his world.
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Chapter 2: The Woman in the Light
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The following morning came with a brisk chill in the air, as Berlin’s streets stretched out beneath a grey sky. Lance stood by the window of his office, his eyes narrowed as they scanned the bustling city below. The cold wind pressed against the glass, its icy fingers brushing across the surface, much like the lingering thoughts in his mind. Thoughts of Mira and Miss Bellamy.

Lance couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. It was silly, he told himself. It was just a teacher, for God’s sake. But still, there was that nagging doubt in the back of his mind. He’d seen what kindness could disguise, and it often didn’t look like the pure, unadulterated good that people expected. No, there were always layers, always hidden motives.

As if on cue, his phone rang, snapping him from his thoughts.

“Lance,” he answered, his voice clipped and steady, a direct reflection of the man he had spent years sculpting himself to be.

“Sir, there’s a report from the school,” the voice on the other end of the line said. It was his assistant, Karl, the one person Lance trusted to handle delicate matters. “About

––––––––
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“IT SEEMS SHE’S MORE involved in the school than just teaching,” Karl continued, his voice laced with a faint hint of concern. “There’s something... off about her background, sir. We’ve managed to find a few things that don’t entirely add up.”

Lance’s posture immediately stiffened, and his hand gripped the edge of the desk with a strength that belied his usual calm demeanour. His heart skipped a beat, but his mind remained razor-sharp. “What do you mean, ‘off’?” he demanded, his voice cool, controlled, yet filled with an underlying urgency.

There was a brief pause before Karl spoke again, “She’s more than just a teacher. Miss Bellamy was involved in a few incidents—nothing criminal, but there are whispers. She’s connected with some influential figures. Nothing concrete, but it’s raising some eyebrows. I’d advise you to look into it further.”

Lance’s lips tightened. His instincts were right. Miss Bellamy, Lena Bellamy, was far from the innocent, kind teacher Mira had described. He could feel it—the shift in the atmosphere, the prickling sensation on the back of his neck. She had a past, and with that past, there were too many shadows.

“Keep me updated,” Lance instructed, his voice laced with authority. “I’ll handle this personally.”

Karl didn’t hesitate. “Understood, sir.”

Lance ended the call, placing the phone back on its receiver with a deliberate motion. He stared out of the window again, his thoughts swirling. He’d always trusted his gut. And his gut was telling him that Miss Bellamy, despite her angelic appearance, wasn’t as simple as she seemed.

At the school, the morning sunlight bathed the hallways in a soft, golden glow. The children’s laughter echoed in the distance, a welcome contrast to the tension that seemed to hang over Lance as he made his way through the school. His presence was a rare one here. He wasn’t a man who typically showed up during school hours—he preferred the office, the battlefield, or his business meetings. But today, something compelled him to take this step.

He stood outside the classroom door for a moment, watching through the small window as Miss Bellamy, Lena, stood in front of the class. She was radiant—her blonde hair cascading down her back, her soft features framed by the warm light that streamed through the windows. She smiled at the children, her movements graceful and fluid, as if she were a part of the light itself.

Lance’s gaze sharpened. There was something about her that tugged at him, a magnetic pull he couldn’t ignore. She appeared perfect in every way—a woman who seemed to glow with kindness and warmth. But the problem was, Lance didn’t trust perfection.

He inhaled deeply, pushed open the door, and stepped into the classroom.

The soft murmur of children’s voices ceased immediately as soon as they saw the tall, imposing figure standing at the front of the room. Lance’s presence commanded attention, and despite the stern look on his face, there was something calm about his posture, something that suggested power, control, and authority.

“Captain Donovan,” Miss Bellamy said smoothly, a hint of surprise in her voice as she turned towards him. There was a brief flicker in her eyes, something Lance couldn’t quite place. “To what do we owe the honour?”

Lance’s gaze remained fixed on her, studying her every move, every micro-expression. Her smile, although warm, didn’t quite reach her eyes. It was a polite smile, nothing more. A facade, perhaps? He was certain of it now.

“I wanted to see how my daughter was settling in,” he said, his voice low but firm. “Mira seems to think very highly of you.”

Lena’s smile didn’t waver. “Mira is a lovely girl. Very bright.” She paused, her eyes flicking briefly to the students before focusing back on Lance. “I’m sure she’s adjusting well.”

Lance gave a curt nod, his eyes narrowing slightly. “I’m sure. But I’m not just here for Mira.” He took a step closer, his gaze never leaving hers. “I’m here because I have a feeling that there’s more to you than meets the eye, Miss Bellamy.”

For the first time, a shadow seemed to pass over Lena’s face. The faintest flicker of uncertainty crossed her features, but it was gone in an instant. She recovered quickly, smoothing the front of her blouse with a practiced hand.

“Captain Donovan, I assure you, I have no hidden agenda. I’m simply here to teach.”

The words were smooth, rehearsed, but Lance wasn’t fooled. There was something beneath the surface, something she wasn’t telling him. And he intended to find out exactly what that was.

“Is that so?” he replied, his voice lowering, the hint of a challenge in his tone. “Well, let’s hope that’s all it is. For your sake.”

He turned on his heel and started to leave, but paused just before stepping out of the doorway.

“I’ll be watching you, Miss Bellamy,” he said quietly, his voice low and dangerous. “You may be a teacher, but you’re not invisible.”

Lena’s smile faltered for just a second, but she quickly regained her composure. “I look forward to your visits, Captain Donovan.”

As Lance left the classroom, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had just uncovered a tiny fraction of the woman in front of him. He could sense the layers—the secrets she was hiding, the things she wasn’t willing to show.

And that was exactly what worried him. A woman who had so carefully hidden her true self wasn’t someone who could be trusted easily. And no matter how bright her smile, how kind her words, he had learned long ago that things were never as they seemed.

Behind the warm light of Miss Bellamy’s kindness, Lance could already sense the darkness. And he wasn’t going to stop until he uncovered the truth.
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Chapter 3: Code Name: Mira
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The sound of the doorbell echoed through the halls of Lance’s home, sharp and insistent. He stood still for a moment, listening to the echo fade into silence. Mira’s laughter floated up from the living room—a carefree sound, the sound of a child who hadn’t yet been touched by the world’s cruelties.

Lance had always prided himself on being a man of control. He had built his life on it, from the battlefield to the boardroom. Every decision, every action had been calculated, precise. But Mira... Mira was different. She was his anchor, his only light in a world full of shadow.

He reached for the door handle, his fingers brushing the polished wood before pulling the door open. Standing in the threshold was Mira, her backpack slung over one shoulder, a bright smile plastered on her face as she glanced up at him.

“Daddy!” she exclaimed, her voice ringing with the pure joy that only a child could possess.

Lance’s heart softened, and he crouched down to her level, his stern features melting away for just a moment. “Hey, kiddo,” he said gruffly, his voice carrying a tenderness that few ever got to see. “How was school?”

“Miss Bellamy gave us extra recess today! It was awesome!” Mira’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “And we made cookies in class. I saved one for you!” She pulled a small, wrapped bundle from her bag and handed it to him, her small hands eager to offer the gift.

Lance took the cookie, glancing at it before his eyes met her bright, expectant ones. “You know I don’t have much of a sweet tooth,” he said, but he couldn’t help but feel a tug of affection as he bit into it. It was warm and soft, and for the first time in a while, he allowed himself to relax, if only for a moment.

Mira watched him, a satisfied grin on her face as she bounced from one foot to the other. “You’ll like it, I promise.”

As he chewed, his thoughts drifted back to Lena Bellamy. The teacher who had somehow weaselled her way into his daughter’s life, and now into his thoughts. She seemed innocent enough, but there was something about her—something that didn’t sit right.

Lance had kept an eye on her since the day he visited the school. His sources had already started digging, pulling up pieces of information that didn’t quite add up. There were whispers about Lena’s past, little cracks in her story that he couldn’t ignore. It wasn’t enough to accuse her of anything—yet—but it was enough to raise the hairs on the back of his neck.

He forced himself to focus on Mira, pushing his concerns to the back of his mind. She was his priority, always would be. But if there was a threat to her safety—if Miss Bellamy was involved in anything dangerous—Lance would need to act. And fast.

Mira’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Daddy, can we go to the park? Please?”

Lance raised an eyebrow, the protective instinct rising within him. “The park, huh?” He ruffled her hair, trying to look stern but failing miserably. “We’ll see. You know the rules—homework first.”
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