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The air was filled with the scent of rain. Not the sweet, summer kind. This was colder. Sharper. The kind that carried warnings in the wind. Thunder rumbled low, like a growl from the belly of something ancient and angry. The sky lit up with each strike of lightning, jagged forks illuminating the trees as they bent and twisted under the weight of the wind. It moved through the streets like a hunter—restless, urgent. The windows rattled in their frames, old glass whining with each gust, casting eerie sounds throughout the house like whispered voices from rooms long abandoned.

He did not flinch. He never did. Storms had a way of drowning out sound—footsteps, screams, the final, choking gasps of someone who realized too late what they had done. He loved nights like this. They cloaked him in noise, gifted him anonymity. These were the nights when the world paid less attention. And tonight was special.

He crouched low inside the bedroom closet, buried deep in the shadows. The air inside was close, musty. A pair of coats brushed against his back, and the scent of her perfume still lingered faintly on the fabric. Something floral. Cheap. Not like what she used to wear. He noticed everything. Every change. Every inconsistency.

This was not his first. That had happened three months ago, on a night just like this one. Pouring rain. Thunder cracking across the sky like a whip. His first victim had been a blonde woman who had rejected him with a smile that did not reach her eyes. She had just left the club alone, high heels clicking confidently on the pavement. She wore a short, silky red dress, clinging to her like a promise she never intended to keep. He remembered how she had twirled her umbrella against the wind, laughing as if the world belonged to her. That had been his first mistake—underestimating the umbrella. When he struck, she had fought back harder than he expected. Slashed his cheek. Drew blood. Nearly escaped.

She would have run, too, if not for the alley being blocked off. He had cornered her like a wounded animal. The struggle had left bruises on both of them, but he had overpowered her in the end. His hands, trembling with adrenaline, had finally tightened around her throat, and he remembered the moment her fight ended. Not with a scream, but with a small, broken gasp. He had learned from that. Every detail. Every misstep. The way her shoes had slowed her down. The way his own hesitation nearly cost him everything. He had gotten better since then. Smarter. Quieter. More intentional.

Now, he waited in silence. The woman in this house—he had watched her for weeks. She worked at the bookstore downtown. She liked lavender tea and always added too much honey. She tilted her head when she laughed. She wore oversized sweaters when it was cold, even indoors. She had a cat that was currently locked in the laundry room, mewling softly behind the door. She had no idea he was here. None.

With all the lies she had fed him—the betrayal that had carved through his chest like a serrated knife—she deserved what was coming. She was not who she pretended to be. She was kind only when it served her. Sweet only when she wanted something. He had believed her. Believed every word. And now that belief curdled in his mouth like spoiled milk.

He checked the time. One more hour. Maybe less. She would walk through that door, shoulders hunched against the storm, fiddling with her keys in the dark. Completely unaware that death was waiting just down the hall. The thought sent a thrill through him—sharp and electric. It was the anticipation that always got to him. That long, pulsing stretch of silence before the strike.

Thunder crashed again, rattling the windows. He gritted his teeth, jaw tightening. His fingers curled tighter around the handle of the blade in his pocket. It was clean. Sharpened. Polished like a mirror. He liked to see his reflection just before the moment it disappeared behind red. His thoughts flicked back to what she had done. The texts she tried to hide. The whispers on the phone. The way she laughed with someone else, a softness in her eyes that she never gave to him. She had looked him in the face, day after day, and told him he was the only one. She thought she could lie and leave him in the dark. Thought he was stupid enough not to notice. She was wrong.

The floorboards creaked outside the bedroom door. He stiffened. She was home. He held his breath as the front door clicked shut, the sound nearly lost beneath the storm’s howl. Rain dripped from her coat. He could hear the soft squelch of wet shoes against hardwood. Her keys clinked as she dropped them into the ceramic bowl by the door—a habit he had noted on the second day of watching her. She moved through the house with ease, humming something faintly. A song he recognized but could not name. Something light. Effortless. Oblivious.

She had no idea that tonight, she would die. The storm masked every sound. He could move freely now. She would not hear him coming. She entered the bathroom. He heard the thud of the cupboard door as she pulled out a towel, the rustle of clothes being pulled over her head. Then the sound of running water. Steam began to seep from beneath the door, curling into the hallway like smoke from a fire. Now was the time.

He opened the closet door slowly, soundlessly. The room was dim, lit only by the occasional flicker of lightning. He moved like a shadow—silent, detached. No emotion showed on his face. Emotion was for before. For the lies. For the ache in his chest when he realized she had never meant a word. She was standing in front of the mirror, steam rising around her like a veil. A towel clung to her damp skin. Her reflection wavered in the glass, blurred by condensation. She turned at the sound of the door opening behind her, eyes wide with confusion. Then fear.

She opened her mouth. He lunged. The blade struck fast, slicing through skin like silk. She stumbled back, one hand catching the edge of the counter, the towel slipping from her body as she tried to shield herself. She screamed, but the storm swallowed the sound whole. Thunder cracked again, shaking the floor beneath them.

She tried to fight. Scratched his face. Kicked at his shin. He did not flinch. He was stronger now. Stronger than the first time. He struck again. And again. Each movement cleaner than the last. His hand steady. His breathing even. She sagged to the floor, legs buckling beneath her. Her blood ran in small rivulets across the white tile, seeping into the cracks. She was not dead yet, but close. Her eyes fluttered, still trying to focus. Still trying to understand.

He watched her lips move, but no words came. He leaned in. Whispered. “You shouldn’t have lied to me.” Then he finished it.

When it was over, he stood over her, chest rising and falling, but his expression calm. Composed. He looked down at the scene—not with horror, but with consideration. Lightning illuminated the room in bursts, casting harsh light over her body. He knelt beside her. Gently, he positioned her hand across her chest, the fingers relaxed in an almost balletic pose. She had mentioned once—offhand, probably without meaning to—that she had studied dance as a child. Ballet, mostly. Something about the discipline of it. The elegance. He wanted her to look graceful now.

He adjusted her head, tilting it slightly so one eye caught the light from the window. Her hair fanned out behind her, strands curling over her shoulder. A smear of blood curved like a ribbon behind her back, trailing across the tile in a swirl of crimson. The image stilled him. Froze him in place. It was...beautiful. Intentional. Framed. More than death. More than revenge. This was art. A composition. And like any true artist, he could see it now in his mind—the deep shadows, the contrast of pale skin against a white floor, the violent streaks of red. There was meaning here. A message. Something primal but ordered. His breath caught in his throat.

He had not expected it to matter. But it did. It had to. There was elegance in stillness. Purity in silence. The raw mess of death had become something more. “I told you,” he whispered, more to himself than her. “I told you I mattered.”

He rose, stepping back, letting his eyes travel over every detail one final time. He would remember this. Every line. Every colour. Every curve of her body in its final pose. He would study it. Refine it. Maybe even improve it. He walked through the house without a sound, closing the front door behind him. The storm swallowed him whole. And in his mind, the scene remained. The artistry. The contrast. The symmetry. Maybe next time, he would make it even better. Maybe next time, he would make it worthy of a gallery wall.
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Chapter 1: Crossing Paths
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Rain lashed the windshield in heavy sheets, turning the outside world into a blur of lights and shadows. Thunder cracked across the sky like the tearing of canvas, and strong winds shook the unmarked police car. Detective Sam Calder pulled up to the curb, narrowing his eyes at the house that stood shrouded in darkness. He had been sent to investigate a disturbance—multiple calls had come in, reports of shouting, something breaking. But from the street, the house appeared abandoned. Still. Too still.

He killed the engine and sat there for a moment, listening. No voices. No movement. Just the relentless drumming of rain on metal and glass, and the occasional snap of thunder slicing across the sky. Lightning flickered overhead, illuminating the trees surrounding the property—bent, wind-twisted things that reached out like blackened claws. The house itself stood silent, the windows black as pitch, no flicker of life behind the curtains. But something was not right. The air felt thick. Saturated with more than water. There was tension in the atmosphere—a hum of something unseen but undeniably present. Calder knew that feeling. It had followed him before, hovered over his shoulders on other cases, just before he walked into something that would change the way he slept for weeks.

He got out of the car. His jacket was soaked in seconds, rain running in rivulets down his back as the wind tore at the collar. His boots splashed through shallow puddles as he crossed the lawn, stepping carefully around patches of dead grass. A porch light hung above the door, but it was not lit. The whole place had the abandoned hush of a house in mourning. He knocked twice, hard. The sound echoed, dull and wet. No answer. He waited. Still nothing. He knocked again, louder this time, glancing at the drawn curtains beside the door. Unlocked.

The doorknob turned easily beneath his fingers. That was the first real confirmation—someone had been here, and they had not planned to keep anyone out. He stepped inside. The hinges groaned with the sound of something rarely disturbed. The house greeted him with stale air and silence, broken only by the soft creak of floorboards under his weight and the far-off hum of the storm. The living room was cluttered but lived in. A glass of liquor sat on the coffee table, half-full, beside a charging phone with a dark screen. A jacket was draped over the back of a chair, shoes lined up neatly by the door. Nothing about the room said robbery. Nothing said forced entry. But the air reeked. Mildew. Damp carpet. And beneath it all—blood. That unmistakable, coppery tang that turned the stomach before the mind could even register it.

Calder moved deeper into the house, hand near his weapon but not drawn. Yet. The hallway swallowed him in shadows. He flipped a light switch—overhead bulbs flickered weakly to life, buzzing faintly, casting long yellow lines across the peeling walls. Paint curled down the surface like dried bark. A framed photograph lay face-down on the floor. The glass was cracked, spider-webbed from a fall. He crouched and turned it over. A woman’s smiling face stared back at him—young, brunette, wide brown eyes. The same eyes he would soon find vacant.

The bedroom came first. Sheets tangled across an unmade bed. A book lay open on the nightstand beside a burned-out candle. A faint outline of a phone remained in the dust on the dresser, but the device itself was missing. Calder made note of that. Possibly taken. Possibly staged. The kitchen was next. Dirty dishes stacked precariously in the sink. Crumpled envelopes and receipts littered the counter—mostly bills, a few grocery lists. He paused at a small stack of sketches. Quick pencil drawings. One showed a woman holding an umbrella, walking alone beneath heavy rain. Another depicted a house, split down the middle by a jagged line, as though struck by lightning or fractured by something deeper. The drawings were crude but evocative. They held a kind of desperate honesty—drawn quickly, maybe in the middle of the night. They did not feel casual. They felt left. Calder’s gut twisted.

One room left. The bathroom door was ajar. Steam still clung to the air—like the remnants of something that had tried to hide the truth beneath heat and moisture. The smell was unmistakable now. Thick. Sweet and rotting. Lightning flashed behind him, casting a sudden white streak across the hall. He pushed the door open. There she was. The woman from the photograph—early twenties, brunette, her limbs twisted across the tile in a way that no human body should ever lie. Blood had spread out beneath her like ink across paper, touching the base of the bathtub and curving around her leg. Her eyes were open, locked in a glassy stare. Her lips parted mid-scream. Her entire body had been arranged—there was no doubt about that. One hand rested on her chest, fingers soft, deliberate. The other was stretched toward the tub, just short of touching it. It was not a crime scene. Not in the usual sense. It was a stage.

“Shit,” Calder muttered.

He crouched beside her, resisting the reflexive urge to recoil. There were no signs of forced entry. No broken windows. No kicked doors. No defensive wounds. The cuts were precise—controlled. Not erratic like a crime of passion. Not messy like an amateur. This was careful. Composed. He stood again, running a hand through his rain-matted hair, eyes scanning for patterns.

The towel was still clinging to her torso, now soaked through, and stained. A small tattoo sat just above her hip. A ballerina—black outline, elegant pose. It caught the light. He noted it automatically. Nearby, a lipstick tube lay rolling in a lazy spiral, as though dropped moments before the attack. A bottle of perfume had shattered on the counter—its floral scent clashed violently with the iron tang in the air. The mirror above the sink was fogged, but someone had wiped part of it. Not entirely clean. Just enough to leave a streak. Maybe she had done it. Maybe he had.

Calder stepped back and pulled out his phone. The line clicked after two rings. “Captain Rhodes.”

“It is Calder. I need a unit at 1203 Langdon Avenue North. Female victim. Another kill.” A pause.

“Shit. All right. I am sending Officer Thorne. He is the best I have.”

Calder ended the call without another word. He pulled on gloves from his coat pocket and crouched again. Closer inspection confirmed his suspicions. No drugs. No signs of heavy drinking. Her makeup was fresh. She had either just gotten home—or never made it out. He took photographs from every angle. The body. The blood. The broken perfume bottle. The fogged glass. He paused at the sink. A smudge—a fingerprint? Hard to say in this light. He made a mental note for forensics.

A noise behind him made him turn, hand instinctively brushing the butt of his weapon. A man stepped into the doorway—tall, late twenties, police uniform crisp despite the storm. “Officer Thorne, I presume?”

“Yes, sir.” His voice was steady, but his eyes dropped immediately to the body. “Door was open. I figured—”

“Next time, do not figure,” Calder said sharply. His tone was not angry, but firm. Controlled. “Follow procedure.”

“Yes, sir. Will not happen again.” Calder studied him. New, but not green. Smart. Watchful. But maybe not hardened yet.

He turned back to the scene. “Fourth victim in three months. Two confirmed as the same killer. This one matches. Precise wounds. Same lack of struggle. And the body...”

“She looks like she was laid there,” Thorne said quietly. “Like...a dancer.

Calder glanced sideways. “That is an interesting observation.”

“She has a tattoo. Of a ballerina,” Thorne pointed out.

He had not missed it—but hearing Thorne say it aloud made the picture sharpen. The pose. The hand. The fluidity of it all. This was not random. “I think he is leaving more than bodies behind,” Calder muttered. “This is composition. Performance. Symbolism.”

“You think he is making art?” Thorne asked.

“I think he thinks he is,” Calder said. “He is evolving.” The front door opened again. The forensics team arrived—two techs, both already in gloves and boot covers. They moved efficiently, murmuring to each other as they began documenting the space.

“Start with the bathroom,” Calder said. “Preserve the streak on the mirror. Get samples from everything, especially the perfume.”

One of the techs nodded and disappeared into the hallway. Calder turned back to Thorne. “I want you on the Apex assignment.”

Thorne blinked. “The gang infiltration?”

“They are tied to two prior victims. Maybe not this one—but it is all starting to overlap. I need someone inside.”

“I can do it,” Thorne said.

Calder nodded slowly. “One more thing.” Thorne straightened. “Do not get close to anyone while you are under. No favours. This guy watches. And if he sees a connection—he will use it.”

Thorne nodded.

They worked in silence as the storm surged outside. The coroner arrived fifteen minutes later. The body was tagged, bagged, and lifted gently, though Calder could not help noticing how the positioning was disturbed. Something about that felt wrong—as though the scene had been curated, and now it was being erased.

As the team packed up, Calder walked back through the house, stopping once more at the kitchen table. The sketches still lay there. He picked up the one with the woman holding the umbrella. There was something in the face. The slope of the nose. The jawline. It looked like the victim. He flipped through a few more. One showed a hallway. Another—a shadowed figure behind a shower curtain. His stomach turned.

“Detective,” a voice called from the doorway. One of the techs. “There was something left on your windshield.”

Calder stepped outside, wind and rain instantly plastering his clothes to his skin. The tech pointed. A piece of paper. Folded once. Wedged beneath the wiper. Calder pulled it free, hands already trembling from the cold—but his pulse quickened when he opened it. A sketch. Fresh pencil lines. The bathroom. From above. The woman arranged exactly as he had found her. And beneath it, in small, elegant script: “Do you see it yet?” 

Calder stared at the note for a long time. The killer had been here. He was watching. And this was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2: Before Goodbye
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The moon shone through the window, illuminating her tanned, flawless skin. She had curves in all the right places. Her figure was a graceful balance of softness and strength—a narrow waist that flared into gentle hips. Her breasts were perfectly round, and her ass was petite but delicately shaped. Her long, chocolate-brown hair framed her face, falling just enough to hide her luscious nipples. It hit him again; how impossibly beautiful she was. Not just physically, but something quieter. There was a stillness in her that made him ache.

Jaxon leaned against the bathroom doorframe, his damp hair tousled, chest bare, heart full and heavy. The scent of her perfume still lingered in the room, clinging to the cotton of the sheets, to his skin, like a secret he was not supposed to keep. It was soft—vanilla and something floral—like wild jasmine. He closed his eyes and inhaled. It made everything inside him twist. He should have left an hour ago. But he could not. Not yet. Not while she looked like that. Serene, trusting, vulnerable.

He could still feel her fingertips gliding across his chest, the way her breath had caught when he kissed the curve of her neck. He could still hear her laugh echoing in his mind. That low, throaty sound that had spilled from her lips earlier in the night. Carefree, like she did not carry the world on her shoulders the way he did. Like she had not noticed the weight pressing down on his. The arch of her back as she leaned into his touches. The way her body had reacted to his was carved into his mind. It had been a night of passion unlike any he had ever felt before.

They had only just met for the first time that night. But it did not feel like hours. It felt like a lifetime folded into a single night. He had not meant to go to Pulse Alley. He had not meant to go out at all. But the walls of his hotel room had started to feel like a cage. The silence pressed too hard, and his thoughts—always dangerous—had grown louder. So, he had walked, aimlessly, until the sound of bass had pulled him into the bar like a tide dragging driftwood. He had ordered one drink. Then another. And then she walked in. 

She wore a long, black satin dress. The straps rested on her shoulders, revealing her collarbone and neck. The fabric shimmered in the light of the dance floor, drawing attention, but not too much. The shoes she wore were simple—flat, and easy to dance in. Something about her had caught his attention. Maybe it was the way she had walked in—poised and confident. Or maybe it was the way her laugh had danced through the air. Whatever the reason, he could not peel his eyes off her.

He had not meant to watch her. But he did. She danced like the music belonged to her. Her hips moved in slow, deliberate circles, her arms loose and expressive, and her eyes closed like she trusted the rhythm to carry her. She was not performing. She was not seeking attention. She was lost in it, completely, beautifully lost. Every beat flowed through her like a current flows through a river—steady and unforced. Her movements were natural. Jaxon, for the first time in weeks, had felt something stir deep in his chest.

When her eyes opened, it felt like a tether snapping taut between them. Grey. Cold and warm at the same time. She slowly turned her head in Jaxon’s direction. Their eyes met from across the room, and she smiled briefly before looking away. When she looked for a second time, she smiled again, longer, holding his gaze, something inside him uncoiled. There was something bewitching about her grey eyes. Luring him like a siren lures its victim. 

Jaxon knew he should look away. But he did not. He could not. He desired this beautiful woman. He stood up from his seat, weaving his way through the crowd. He kept his gaze locked on the mysterious woman, and she held his gaze as well. He stopped just close enough to feel the heat between them.

“You dance like a swan,” he said softly. “Graceful and controlled, but with power.”

Her lips curled into an amused smile. “A swan? Most people just say I am a good dancer,” she chuckled. “You are either a poet...or dangerous.”

“Maybe both,” he replied, keeping his eyes on her.

She tilted her head, watching him with curiosity before moving closer. “Prove it,” she said with a glint in her eyes.

He did. Not with words. With presence. With restraint. They danced, never touching, never quite giving in. But every brush of skin set them both on fire. Every glance was a challenge, every smile a dare. She did not ask his name. He did not ask hers. It did not matter. His desire grew. He could feel the heat radiating from her and heard the soft hitch in her breath when he got too close. The music slowed, and the air around them seemed to thicken. 

She turned her head toward him, meeting his eyes and moving closer. The invitation was unspoken but clear. When he took her hand, she did not hesitate. Jaxon guided them toward the exit. When they stepped out into the night, the city lights painting her skin gold and blue, he felt something dangerous tighten in his chest. It was now or never, and he felt he would regret it if he did not take this chance.

They headed toward the hotel where he was staying, The Ellowen. It was not far—but to him, the walk felt like it lasted forever. When they finally arrived, he let out a breath he had not realized he was holding. Jaxon stepped into the lobby, the soft hum of conversation wrapping around them. Without faltering, he led her through the space and toward the elevator. Each step toward the elevator felt heavier than the last. Reaching the elevator, he pressed the button, cursing under his breath at how long it was taking.

The soft chime of the elevator doors opening echoed through the building. Jaxon stepped into the elevator without a word, waiting for her to follow—she did not move. He glanced at her, wondering if she was having second thoughts. Her face gave nothing away. Then, slowly, she stepped inside, the elevator doors sliding closed behind her. Relief washed over him, but only for a brief moment. She was here, yes, but for how long? He worried that she would change her mind at the last second.

The quiet ding signalling that they had reached his floor broke through the silence. Overcome with doubt, Jaxon had not even noticed the elevator moving. The doors slid open. He hesitated for a moment, then stepped out, glancing over his shoulder to see if she would follow. She followed closely behind, her hips swaying as she quickened her pace to match his long strides. Just as they reached his door, he stopped abruptly. Turning on his heel, Jaxon spun around to face her.

“Are you sure?” His voice was quiet and questioning. “You do not have to do this if you are not sure.”

She did not answer right away. Her eyes dropped to the floor, then slowly lifted to meet his. “Yes,” she whispered. 

He studied her face for a bit longer, neither of them breaking their gaze. Jaxon turned back to the door, slid the keycard in, and waited for the soft click. He opened it, but instead of stepping in right away, he moved to the side, letting her enter first. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving them in silence.

Her breath caught at the beauty of the room—it was elegant. A king-sized bed sat in the center, draped with white sheets and a charcoal-coloured blanket. Ancient-looking fixtures hung on the walls on either side of the bed, lighting up the room. A pair of armchairs sat in front of the window, angled toward the city below. Thick black curtains hung from the window rod. A sleek desk stood in one corner, with a beautiful painting hanging above it. Beside the desk sat a minibar, tucked into a wooden cabinet. The air smelled strongly of lavender air fresheners.

Jaxon did not speak at first, nor did he move. He studied her as she observed the room. Her shoulders rose and fell with every breath, and she was wringing her hands tightly together. He could see how nervous she was. Hell, he was nervous too. He vowed to take things slow. Finally, he moved, setting the keycard down on the desk with a soft thud.

“We do not have to do anything until you are ready,” he said, his voice calm. She turned toward him. Her lips parted, but she said nothing. Then, slowly, she nodded. He took a step forward until he was a few inches away from her. He could almost touch her hand, but he did not. Instead, he let his hands hover above hers.

“If you want to change your mind, that is okay,” he said gently. “If you want to stay...”

Almost immediately, she interrupted him. “I do,” she said quietly. “I do want to stay.”

He smiled at her, and she returned the smile. Their hands met, fingers lacing together. They stood there for a while, gazing into each other’s eyes.

Her pulse quickened at the mere touch of him. She felt nervous. She looked up at him. His jaw was strong with a faint shadow of stubble. His lips looked rough but soft at the same time. His eyes were gentle with a deep shade of green. The line between his brows, she noticed, was not quite soft. They told the story of a man who had lived a troubled past. Even now, he seemed guarded. She took a breath to calm herself and stepped forward. She rested her forehead gently against his chest. Lifting her head with one finger, Jaxon leaned in, grazing her lips with his.

The kiss was not rough or forceful—it was slow and gentle. Like he was asking her for permission. She answered by pressing her lips firmly against his. The kiss deepened. His hand found the back of her neck, and he pulled her closer. She instinctively curled her fingers in the fabric of his shirt. Without breaking the kiss, Jaxon lifted her and carried her to the bed. He gently placed her in the center, positioning himself above her as to not put any weight down. They stayed in that position for the longest time—tasting, exploring, and learning each other. There was no rush, just two people lost in the moment together.

Jaxon shook his head, trying to erase the memories from his mind. The room was dim, lit only by the faint glow of the streetlights outside. He looked at the woman on the bed. She was sleeping peacefully—unaware of what was to come. He stepped forward, careful not to wake her, and sat on the edge of the bed. His fingers hovered above her shoulder, aching to touch. But he did not. Could not. This, whatever this was, could not last. Not for people like him. He was not just a man on leave. He was not just passing through. He was running an op, a dangerous one, and she had no idea that the man she had let into her bed had blood on his hands and enemies in his shadow.

He took deep breaths, as he picked up his jacket from the floor. Slipping his phone into his pocket, he stopped to take one more glance at the beautiful woman. If only he could stay. If only he were the kind of man who got to wake up in the morning next to someone like her. But he was not. The job always came first, and the job required sacrifice.

He bent slowly, brushing a strand of hair from her face. She shifted but did not wake. “I am sorry,” he whispered, the words barely audible. “I never meant to drag you into this.”

It was not just guilt—it was fear. Fear that whoever was watching him now would one day watch her. That the shadows chasing him would find her instead. He lingered a second longer, committing her to memory. Her smile. The way she tilted her head when she was curious. The faint scar near her hip. The sound of her laugh. The softness in her voice when she told him to stay.

He pulled the door open, the hallway beyond colder than he remembered. The click of the latch was final. She would wake up alone. He would disappear. Just another name she never got, another man she never really knew. But he would remember her. For the rest of his life, he would remember. She had changed something in him. Even if she never knew it. Even if he could never come back.

He walked slowly down the hall, each step echoing in the silence. The carpet beneath his boots muffled the sound, but in his head, it was thunderous. He glanced once over his shoulder, half-expecting her to be standing in the doorway, sleepy-eyed and tangled in the sheets, calling his name. But the door remained closed. The spell was broken. He was no longer the man she saw—just the man leaving.

By the time he reached the elevator, his chest felt like it was caving in. He stabbed the button with his thumb and waited. Too long. The doors slid open with a quiet ding, and he stepped inside. The mirrored walls reflected his face back at him—tired, haunted, and harder than he remembered. For a brief moment, he hated the man staring back at him. Hated how easily he could walk away from warmth. From softness. From someone who had touched something in him he did not know still existed. But this was the job. And the job did not care about feelings.

Down in the lobby, the city lights flickered through the rain-streaked glass. Jaxon moved quickly through the space, past the concierge, past the sleepy-eyed desk clerk who did not bother to look up. No one ever looked too closely. That was what he had learned over the years—people saw what they wanted. And he was always careful to be forgettable when he needed to be.

Outside, the air was sharp and cold. The wind scraped at his skin like regret. He pulled his collar up, shoulders hunched as he stepped into the dark. The street was mostly empty—just a few late-night stragglers, a cab turning the corner. He moved like a shadow through it all, blending into the city’s indifference. He ducked into an alley behind the Ellowen, finding the black motorcycle he had stashed earlier. The tarp over it flapped gently in the wind. Jaxon peeled it back, metal glinting faintly in the dim light. He straddled the bike, paused, and took a long breath before sliding his phone out of his pocket. 

One new message. Unsigned. “Status?”

He did not answer. Not yet. Instead, he stared at the screen, thinking about her again—the way she had looked when she laughed, the heat of her breath against his neck, the quiet trust in her eyes as she had pulled him closer. What the hell was he doing? He knew better. No names. No attachments. No exceptions. He had lived by that rule for years. But there was something about her—something that felt like a before. A reminder of the man he had once been, long before the weight of this life had turned him into something colder. More calculated. More alone.

Another message came through. “Mission changes. Need you back in by 0400. Drop location. New asset compromised.”

His heart sank. He had barely had time to process the first message before the next hit. Compromised. Which meant someone had talked, or someone had been made. Which meant everything was accelerating. He swore under his breath, fingers tightening around the phone.

He typed a quick response: “Understood. En route.”

Then, before he could think better of it, he opened the secure photo app buried inside his phone. There were only a few pictures saved. Most were intel. Maps. Surveillance stills. Faces of men he had tracked and taken down. But one photo stood out. It was her. Taken just before she had fallen asleep, her hand curled under her cheek, hair spread out across the pillow like a halo. The city lights through the window had painted gold across her bare shoulder. She had looked at peace. Real. Jaxon’s thumb hovered over the image. He knew he should delete it. But he did not.
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