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The Extraction

The trick to ditching a two-man security detail is embarrassingly simple: you just have to want freedom more than they want their paychecks.

And let me tell you—nobody on this earth wants anything the way I want out of this fucking bubble.

The club is called Purgatory, which feels a little on the nose, but the Lower East Side has never been known for subtlety. It's packed wall to wall—bodies grinding under strobes, bass so heavy I can feel it in my teeth, the air thick with sweat and cologne and the particular desperation of a Saturday night in Manhattan. I'm three vodka sodas deep and moving through the crowd like water, slipping between shoulders and hips, letting the music swallow me.

Somewhere behind me, Craig and Devon are losing their minds.

I can picture it. Craig checking his phone, scanning the crowd, that vein in his forehead starting to pulse. Devon doing a slow perimeter walk, trying to look casual, failing spectacularly because he's six-one and built like a refrigerator wearing a sport coat. They're fine at their jobs—adequate, competent, forgettable. Which is exactly the problem. They treat me like a package to be delivered. Check in at eight, check out at midnight, file the report, collect the direct deposit.

They don't actually care where I go. They care about the paperwork if I don't come back.

I find the kitchen entrance behind the DJ booth—a narrow corridor that smells like industrial cleaner and stale beer. A busboy glances up from his phone, and I give him the smile. The one that's gotten me out of every locked door and into every bed I've ever wanted. He steps aside without a word.

The service exit dumps me into a side alley off Ludlow Street. Cool air hits my face and I gulp it down, tipping my head back, letting the October chill prick at my skin through my unbuttoned silk shirt. My heart is hammering—not from fear, never from fear. From the rush. The electric thrill of being unmonitored, untracked, unseen.

For about ninety seconds, I am not Nico Ashworth. I'm not the heir to a $14 billion tech empire. I'm not the tabloid fixture, the PR liability, the walking security headache. I'm just a twenty-two-year-old standing in an alley in SoHo, breathing free air.

I pull out my phone and text Harlow a selfie—middle finger up, tongue out, the club's neon sign glowing behind me.

Me: Escaped again. B-team is 0 for 7. Getting embarrassing.

Her reply is instant.

Harlow: One of these days you're going to ditch them and something bad is actually going to happen.

Me: Then maybe my father will finally pick up the phone himself instead of sending HR.

I shove the phone back in my pocket and start walking. No destination. That's the point. Just movement, just the sound of my own footsteps and the distant thump of bass fading behind me. I cut south toward a narrower cross street, hands in my pockets, head tipped back to watch the slivers of sky between buildings.

This is the part nobody understands. They think I ditch security because I'm reckless. Because I'm spoiled. Because I get off on making people's lives difficult.

And fine—maybe that last one is a little true.

But the real reason is simpler and uglier: being watched by people who don't give a shit about you is lonelier than being alone. At least when I'm alone, nobody's pretending.

I'm two blocks south when the alley narrows. SoHo does this—these little capillary streets between buildings that are barely wide enough for a delivery van, brick walls pressing in on both sides, fire escapes hanging overhead like rib cages. It's darker here. Quieter. The streetlight at the far end is out, which I register in the back of my brain as a data point and promptly ignore, because I am twenty-two and functionally immortal.

Footsteps behind me.

I don't turn around. This is New York. People walk behind other people. It's not a—

"Nico Ashworth."

I stop.

It's not a question. It's a statement, spoken in a flat, nasal voice that doesn't belong to anyone I know.

I turn around slowly, and there are two of them.

They're standing about fifteen feet back—close enough to reach me, far enough that they've been following for a while. Both male, both mid-thirties, both with the kind of nondescript faces that security cameras struggle to render. One is stocky with a shaved head. The other is taller, thinner, with pale eyes that catch what little light is left in the alley.

Neither of them is smiling.

"Can I help you?" I ask, and I'm proud of how steady my voice comes out. My mother always said I had excellent manners under pressure. Of course, she was talking about charity dinners, not this.

"You can come with us," the stocky one says. "Quietly."

The vodka evaporates from my bloodstream in about half a second. Sobriety hits me like a cold shower—suddenly I can feel everything. The brick wall behind me. The narrowness of the alley. The complete, screaming absence of Craig and Devon and their boring sport coats and their boring, beautiful, functional presence.

"I'm good, actually." My voice is still steady. My hands are not. I shove them deeper in my pockets. "I've got an Uber coming. Rain check?"

The tall one moves. Not toward me—to the side, cutting off the angle to the street. Professional. Practiced. This isn't improvised.

"Your father owes a debt," the stocky one says. "You're the collateral."

The fear arrives all at once—not a slow build but a detonation, white and total, flooding my chest like ice water. My legs go liquid. My throat locks. Every bratty, reckless cell in my body that spent the last two years treating security like a game is now screaming a single, unified message:

You stupid, stupid boy.

The stocky one reaches for my arm and I flinch backward, my shoulder blades hitting brick. "Don't fucking touch me—"

"Make this easy," the tall one says, and his hand closes around my bicep like a vise, and I open my mouth to scream—

A shadow detaches from the mouth of the alley.

That's the only way I can describe it. One moment there's nothing—just the dark wedge where the alley meets the street. The next, something moves within it. Something very large, very fast, and very, very quiet.

The tall one sees it first. His grip on my arm loosens as his body pivots, instinct outrunning thought. He gets about halfway through the turn before a hand the size of a dinner plate wraps around his throat and lifts.

Not a metaphor. Not hyperbole. The man's feet leave the ground. He makes a wet, choked sound—fingers clawing at the hand on his neck—and then he's airborne, thrown sideways into the brick wall with a crack that echoes off every surface. He crumples like a paper doll and doesn't get up.

Four seconds. Maybe less.

The stocky one is faster—or maybe just more desperate. He lunges forward, reaching under his jacket, and there's a flash of metal that turns my stomach to water.

The shadow moves again. A controlled explosion of motion—no wasted energy, no dramatics. One hand catches the stocky one's wrist and twists. The knife clatters to the cobblestones. The other hand drives a precise, devastating strike to his solar plexus that folds him in half. A knee comes up. Meets his face on the way down.

He hits the ground hard enough to bounce and stays there, groaning.

Silence. Or not silence—the distant thud of the club, the hum of traffic, the sound of my own breathing, ragged and too fast in my ears. But silence in the alley, where two men who were about to take me somewhere terrible are now decorating the ground like broken furniture.

The shadow steps forward into the thin light leaking from a window above, and I see him for the first time.

He's enormous. There's no other word for it. Six-four at least, with the kind of mass that doesn't come from a gym—it comes from years of doing terrible things in difficult terrain. Broad shoulders straining a black jacket. Thick neck. Hands that just disassembled two armed men in under ten seconds and don't appear to have noticed the effort.

Dark hair, buzzed short at the sides. A scar bisecting his left eyebrow. Another curving along his jaw. And eyes—dark, flat, assessing—that sweep the alley, check both men on the ground, confirm they're staying down, and then land on me with the warmth and tenderness of a targeting laser.

I know who he is.

I've seen him exactly three times in my life—twice in my father's office, once at a shareholder event where he stood behind my father like a wall with a pulse. Declan Shaw. Head of Security for Ashworth Global. The man my father keeps on retainer for the things that actually matter, which, historically, has not included me.

He doesn't ask if I'm okay.

He doesn't offer comfort or reassurance or any of the post-crisis platitudes I might expect from a normal human being.

He looks down at me—and it is down, because even at five-nine I feel about three inches tall under that stare—and his jaw tightens so hard I can see the muscle jump beneath the scar.

"Get in the car."

His voice is low. Not loud—the opposite of loud. A rumble that seems to originate somewhere around his sternum and arrive at my ears like a physical weight. Terrifyingly calm.

"I—what—who—"

"There's a black Suburban at the end of this alley. You're going to walk to it, you're going to get in the back seat, and you're going to sit there quietly while I clean this up. Do you understand me?"

"You can't just—"

He steps forward. One step. That's all it takes. Suddenly he's close—close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes, close enough that I can smell him. Not cologne. Something simpler, rawer. Soap. Metal. The faintest trace of gunpowder. And underneath all of it, something warm and dangerous that my hindbrain catalogs before my conscious mind can stop it.

"I wasn't asking."

My mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. Nothing comes out. The part of me that argues with everyone about everything—the part that has turned defiance into an art form and insubordination into a lifestyle—takes one look at Declan Shaw and goes very, very quiet.

I turn around and walk to the car.

* * *
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I make it about six steps before the adrenaline catches up with me and my legs buckle.

He's there before my knees hit concrete. One arm hooks around my waist and hauls me upright like I weigh nothing—which, relative to him, might actually be true. I'm suddenly pressed against his side, my face approximately level with his collarbone, his arm a steel band around my ribs.

"I can walk," I manage.

"Clearly not."

"It's the vodka—"

"It's the adrenaline dump. It'll pass in ninety seconds. Move your feet."

He half-carries me to the Suburban. Opens the rear door with one hand, the other still clamped around my waist. I should climb in. I should be cooperative and grateful and all the things a normal person would be after just getting rescued from—

I plant my hands on the door frame and shove backward. "I don't take orders from my father's employees—"

I'm airborne.

He lifts me off the ground with approximately the same effort I'd use to pick up a throw pillow, pivots, and deposits me in the back seat. Not thrown—placed. Firmly, definitively, with a hand on the top of my head to keep me from cracking it on the door frame. Like he's done this a thousand times. Like uncooperative principals are a weather pattern he's learned to dress for.

I scramble upright, face burning, heart slamming. "What the fuck—"

He gets in beside me and pulls the door shut. The interior goes dark except for the amber glow of street-lights filtering through tinted glass. He's taking up approximately two-thirds of the back seat. His knee is an inch from mine. I press myself against the far door and stare at him.

He doesn't look at me. Touches his ear—an earpiece I hadn't noticed.

"Package secured." His voice is even. Measured. Like he's reporting the weather. "Two hostiles down in the alley south of Ludlow. Send a team for containment and have NYPD route a unit. We're going dark."

He taps the partition and the driver pulls out. Smooth, fast, already merging into late-night traffic. Planned. This was all planned—the vehicle, the route, the intercept. He knew where I was before I knew where I was.

"How did you find me?" I ask.

Nothing.

"I ditched the B-team forty minutes ago. There's no way they—"

"They didn't." The first voluntary information he's offered. "I tracked you independently."

"Why?"

Now he looks at me. Those dark eyes, unreadable, assessing. Like he's running calculations about how much I need to know and arriving at a number very close to zero.

"Because someone has to."

The words land like a slap. Not because they're cruel—because they're true. Someone has to keep track of me, because I clearly won't do it myself, and the people paid to do it can't keep up.

The silence stretches. The Suburban glides through Lower Manhattan, and I become hyperaware of the confined space—the leather seat beneath me, the tinted darkness, the sheer physical presence of the man beside me. He radiates heat like a furnace and danger like a downed power line, and every time we hit a bump and his knee brushes mine, my nervous system does something it absolutely should not be doing given that I was almost kidnapped twelve minutes ago.

I pull out my phone to text Harlow. My hands are shaking badly enough that autocorrect is working overtime.

Me: Something happened. I'm ok. Tell you tomorrow.

I shove the phone away. Fold my arms. Try to project an attitude of unbothered indifference and fail miserably because my teeth are chattering.

A jacket lands in my lap.

I look down. Black. Heavy. Warm from his body. It smells like him—that soap-and-metal scent with the dangerous undertow. I look up and he's facing forward, jacket-less now, the black shirt underneath stretched across shoulders that could support a highway overpass.

He doesn't say you're cold or put it on or anything at all. He just stared straight ahead like the jacket migrated to my lap of its own accord.

I wrap it around myself. It's enormous. The sleeves would hang past my fingertips if I put my arms through them. The warmth seeps into me—his warmth, transferred—and something in my chest clenches so hard it hurts.

We ride the rest of the way in silence. When the Suburban pulls into the underground garage of my building, Declan is out first, scanning the space before he opens my door. He walks me to the private elevator, stands behind me as I enter the code, and follows me up to the penthouse without a word.

The doors open. My apartment. Marble floors, floor-to-ceiling windows, the glittering sprawl of Tribeca at night—everything pristine and perfect and expensive and empty.

Declan moves through it like he owns it. Room by room, closet by closet, checking sight lines and entry points with a practiced efficiency that makes it clear he's done this before, just never here. I stand in the foyer clutching his jacket and watching him work and trying to ignore the way my body is still humming at a frequency I don't recognize.

He finishes his sweep and returns to me. Stops three feet away. Looks me over with that clinical, devastating assessment.

"Bruised wrist," he says. "Scraped palm. No other visible injuries."

I look down. He's right—there's a red ring around my left wrist where the tall one grabbed me, and the heel of my right hand is raw from the brick wall. I hadn't felt either one until now.

"I'm fine," I say.

He doesn't agree or disagree. He just stands there, a monument to controlled lethality, and looks at me with those flat dark eyes until I feel about six years old.

"Your B-team is fired," he says. "Effective now. I'm taking over your detail personally until I assess the threat level and rebuild the rotation."

"You can't just—"

"I can. I have. I did."

"My father—"

"Told me to handle it." A pause. Just long enough to sting. "He didn't ask for your input, and neither am I."

The words hit something raw. He didn't ask for your input. No. He never does. Victor Ashworth has been making decisions about my life from a different time zone for as long as I can remember, and the fact that Declan just confirmed it so casually—like it's obvious, like everyone knows Nico Ashworth doesn't get a vote in his own existence—makes my eyes burn in a way I will absolutely not acknowledge.

I pull his jacket tighter around my shoulders. "Fine. Are we done?"

Something flickers across his face. Too fast to read. Then it's gone, replaced by that granite composure.

"We're done for tonight. I'll be in the guest suite. Don't leave the apartment."

He turns and walks down the hall. I watch him go—watch the way he moves, silent for a man his size, controlled, predatory. The guest suite door closes with a soft click.

I stand alone in my foyer for a long time.

My wrist throbs. My palm stings. My heart is beating too fast and I can't tell anymore if it's the adrenaline from the alley or the afterimage of dark eyes and scarred knuckles and a voice like a seismic event.

I bring his jacket to my face. Breathe in.

Soap. Metal. Warmth.

Fuck.
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Assessment

Three things I know before the elevator doors open:

One. The two men in the alley were hired muscle—low-skill, high-confidence, the kind of contractors you pick up from a burner phone listing when you need bodies but don't care about outcomes. The stocky one had a folding knife, not a firearm. Amateur hour. Whoever sent them wanted leverage, not a body count.

Two. Nico Ashworth ditched a two-man detail that cost his father $400,000 a year by walking through a kitchen. A kitchen. Which means either Craig and Devon are criminally incompetent, or Nico is better at evasion than anyone has given him credit for. Having reviewed his file, I'm going with both.

Three. The way he looked at me in the back of that Suburban—equal parts fury and something he didn't want me to see—is going to be a problem.

I push that third observation into a locked compartment and focus on the first two.

The penthouse is a security nightmare. I identified that within forty seconds of walking through the door—floor-to-ceiling windows on three exposures, a single hardwired entry point supplemented by a service elevator with a four-digit code that hasn't been changed in eighteen months, and a terrace accessible from the master bedroom with a glass railing that wouldn't stop a determined eight-year-old, let alone an adult with a grappling hook.

I clear every room. Bedroom, two guest suites, study, kitchen, three bathrooms, the walk-in closet that's larger than most apartments. Nico trails after me for the first three rooms, then gives up and stands in the foyer clutching my jacket like a life preserver.

I catalog that too. File it. Move on.

"Bruised wrist," I tell him when I come back. "Scraped palm. No other visible injuries."

He looks down at his hands like he's just discovered they're attached to his body. "I'm fine."

He's not fine. His pupils are still dilated, his respiration is elevated, and he's running a low-grade tremor through his shoulders that he's trying to hide by hunching into my jacket. Classic post-adrenal response. He'll crash in about twenty minutes—the shaking will get worse before it gets better, and then the exhaustion will hit him like a freight train.

I don't tell him any of this. He's not my patient. He's my principal.

I fire the B-team by text while he's still standing there. Craig responds with a string of excuses. Devon doesn't respond at all. I forward both threads to HR with a termination recommendation and cc Victor Ashworth's chief of staff. Done. Fifteen seconds of administrative work to end two careers that should have ended the first time this kid slipped a perimeter.

"Your B-team is fired," I tell him. "Effective now. I'm taking over your detail personally until I assess the threat level and rebuild the rotation."

The reaction is predictable. Defiance—his default mode, the emotional equivalent of a porcupine's quills. He argues. I shut it down. He invokes his father. I use his father's own words against him, which is efficient but unkind, and I watch the impact land in real time: a flinch behind his eyes, there and gone, buried under a layer of practiced indifference so smooth it would fool anyone who wasn't trained to look for micro-expressions.

It doesn't fool me.

I take the guest suite. Close the door. Stand in the dark for forty-five seconds with my hand flat on the wall, running a breathing exercise I learned seventeen years ago from a combat psychologist who told me that controlled respiration was the difference between a soldier and a casualty.

Inhale four. Hold four. Exhale four. Hold four.

The breathing exercise is not for the two men I put down in the alley. That was reflex—muscle memory so deeply encoded it doesn't require conscious processing. I registered the threat, assessed the threat, neutralized the threat. The tall one outweighed me by fifteen pounds but didn't know how to use it. The stocky one had a knife and the training of someone who'd watched YouTube videos about knife fighting. Neither of them was getting within three feet of my principal.

No. The breathing exercise is for the moment in the Suburban when Nico Ashworth wrapped himself in my jacket and looked up at me with those pale green eyes, and something in my chest—something I bricked over a long time ago—shifted.

Inhale four. Hold four. Exhale four.

I don't do this. I don't register principals as anything other than coordinates to be protected. In fifteen years of military service and six years of executive protection, I have never once confused the mission with the person. The principal is the asset. The asset has a threat profile, a movement pattern, a vulnerability matrix. You secure the asset. You don't wonder what the asset looks like when he's not terrified. You don't think about the way the asset's collarbones catch the light, or the way his fingers fidget with the rings on his right hand when he's anxious, or—

Hold four.

Exhale four.

I unpack my go-bag. Standard loadout: two changes of clothes, toiletry kit, encrypted laptop, two burner phones, a SIG Sauer P365 with two spare magazines, a fixed-blade knife in a Kydex sheath, a compact med kit, and a leather folio containing the complete security dossier on Nico Ashworth.

I open the dossier and start reading, even though I already know most of it.

Ashworth, Nicolas James. Age 22. DOB: March 14. Height: 5'9". Weight: approximately 155 lbs. Hair: dark brown. Eyes: green-grey. Distinguishing marks: none.

Mother: Elaine Ashworth (née Calloway). Deceased. Ovarian cancer. Nico was eleven.

Father: Victor Ashworth. CEO, Ashworth Global. Primary residence: Manhattan. Secondary residences: Singapore, London, Aspen. Average time spent in same city as his son per calendar year: approximately forty-one days.

Forty-one days. I read that number twice when I first reviewed the file. Not because it's unusual—I've protected principals whose parents lived on different continents and communicated exclusively through attorneys. But because of what it produces: a kid who grows up in a $30 million penthouse with round-the-clock staff and never once has anyone look him in the eye and say I'm here because I want to be, not because someone is paying me.

The behavioral profile reads like a textbook. Three boarding school expulsions between ages thirteen and sixteen. Shoplifting charge at seventeen—dismissed, obviously, because Ashworths don't go to court. A string of nightclub incidents, paparazzi altercations, and social media provocations that keep the PR team in a permanent state of triage. And the security evasions—seven successful perimeter breaches in the last four months alone, each one more creative than the last. He's been treating his protection detail like a game. Testing, probing, finding the weakness, exploiting it, and then waiting to see if anyone cares enough to respond.

I close the dossier.

He's not a difficult principal. He's a lonely one.

And that distinction is going to make my job significantly harder.

* * *
[image: ]


I sleep three hours—a combat nap, efficient and dreamless, the alarm set to cycle me through one full REM stage before pulling me back. At 0500 I'm up, dressed, and running a perimeter check of the building's exterior camera feeds from my laptop.

The two men from the alley are in NYPD custody. Marcus texted overnight with preliminary intel: the stocky one is talking, the tall one has a concussion and isn't talking to anyone. The shell company that paid them traces through two layers of intermediary to a corporate entity registered in Delaware. The trail is still warm. Marcus is pulling threads.

I forward the intel to Victor Ashworth's chief of staff with a recommendation for a full threat reassessment and a note that I'll be personally running Nico's detail until further notice. The chief of staff responds within four minutes: Mr. Ashworth is in transit from Singapore. He asks that you handle the situation at your discretion. He'll call Nicolas tomorrow.

Tomorrow. His son was almost kidnapped and he'll call tomorrow.

I set my phone down carefully. Control the impulse to put it through the wall. That's not my business. Victor Ashworth's parenting is not a variable I can influence, and emotional responses to factors outside my operational scope are a waste of energy.

I pull up the penthouse's internal camera feeds and do a systems audit. The existing setup is inadequate—three cameras covering the lobby, elevator, and main corridor, all running on outdated firmware with no motion-triggered alerts. The apartment itself has no internal monitoring. No panic buttons. No biometric locks. The door code is four digits and, based on the building manager's records, has been 0314 since Nico moved in.

His birthday. Of course.

I draft a security upgrade proposal: new cameras on all access points, biometric entry to the apartment and elevator, motion sensors on the terrace, a hardline panic system wired to my phone and Marcus's. Total cost is significant. Victor will approve it without reading it, because that's what Victor does—throws money at problems instead of attention.

At 0630 I make coffee. The kitchen is a monument to expensive neglect—a six-burner Wolf range that's never been used, a Sub-Zero refrigerator containing three bottles of champagne, a carton of oat milk, and what appears to be a two-week-old container of pad thai. The coffee setup, at least, is functional—a Breville Oracle that probably cost more than my first car.

I make two cups. Black for me. I don't know how he takes his.

I stand in the kitchen with both mugs and wait.

At 0718, a door opens down the hall. Bare feet on marble. The shuffle of someone who slept badly and woke worse.

Nico rounds the corner into the kitchen and stops when he sees me.

He looks like hell. Dark circles under his eyes. Hair matted on one side, wild on the other. He's wearing an oversized t-shirt that hangs off one shoulder—faded, soft, clearly slept in—and a pair of boxer briefs that I do not look at. His wrist has purpled overnight, a bracelet of bruises where the tall one grabbed him.

Without the armor—the designer clothes, the smirk, the weaponized confidence—he looks exactly his age. Twenty-two. Young. The kind of young that makes the back of my neck prickle with something I refuse to classify.

"Morning." His voice is rough. He's eyeing me like I might be a hallucination.

"Coffee." I set the second mug on the counter. "I don't know how you take it."

He stares at the mug. Then at me. Then back at the mug. Something complicated moves across his face—a small, involuntary softening, like a door cracking open before it slams shut again.

"Two sugars," he says. "And oat milk. If you're offering."

I make the adjustments. Slide the mug across the counter. He wraps both hands around it and drinks with his eyes closed, and for about fifteen seconds the penthouse is almost peaceful.

Then the mask comes back. I can see it happen in real time—the squared shoulders, the lifted chin, the smirk sliding into place like a visor lowering. He leans against the counter, crosses his ankles, and gives me a look calibrated to provoke.

"So. You live here now."

"Temporarily."

"And I'm what—under house arrest?"

"You're under protective observation while I assess an active threat."

"That sounds like house arrest with a PR team."

"Call it whatever you want. The result is the same. You don't leave this apartment without me."

His jaw tightens. The smirk stays, but it hardens at the edges. "For how long?"

"Until I determine it's safe."

"And who determines when it's safe? You?"

"Yes."

"That's convenient."

"It's protocol."

He sets his coffee down. Straightens up. The full weight of his attention focuses on me, and I understand, suddenly, how he's been slipping security details for months. Because when Nico Ashworth decides to focus on you, the rest of the world goes blurry. Those green eyes are a precision instrument—sharp, searching, designed to find the crack and pry it open.

"I know what you're doing," he says. "You're not here because you care about my safety. You're here because my father told you to handle it, and I'm the it. You're babysitting. Don't dress it up."

Accurate. Partially. The part that isn't accurate is the part I'm not going to examine.

"Your safety is my job," I say. "Whether I care about it personally is irrelevant."

Something flashes in his eyes. Fast. Raw. Gone before I can identify it, buried under that practiced smirk.

"Great. Well. If you need me, I'll be in my room, being observed."

He grabs his coffee and walks away. I watch him go—the rigid line of his shoulders, the barely perceptible hitch in his step where the adrenaline crash left his muscles sore. The oversized t-shirt rides up on one side, exposing a strip of skin at his hip—pale, smooth, the subtle cut of an oblique muscle.

I look away.

I pour my coffee down the sink. I'm not thirsty anymore.

* * *
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By midday I've completed the security upgrade specifications and begun the installation of temporary measures—reinforced deadbolt on the front door, secondary locking mechanism on the service elevator, portable motion sensors on the terrace. I work methodically, letting the routine anchor me.

Nico emerges from his room twice. The first time he's showered and dressed—jeans, a cashmere sweater that probably costs more than my monthly retainer, the rings back on his fingers. The mask is fully operational. He saunters past me like I'm a piece of furniture, makes himself an elaborate iced coffee he doesn't need, and retreats.

The second time he stops in the living room doorway and watches me calibrate the terrace sensors.

"You know there's a building manager who could do that."

"The building manager doesn't have a security clearance or a threat assessment protocol."

"The building manager also doesn't carry a gun in my apartment."

I glance over my shoulder. He's leaning against the door frame with his arms crossed, watching me with an expression I can't quite parse—somewhere between hostile curiosity and something warmer that he's working hard to suppress.

"The gun bothers you?"

"It doesn't not bother me."

"I can conceal it if you prefer. But it stays."

"And if I tell you to leave?"

I straighten up. Face him fully. He holds my gaze for approximately four seconds before his eyes dart away—down, to the left, back to my face with visible effort.

"Then I'll station myself in the hallway. Or the lobby. Or the building across the street. The location changes. The protection doesn't."

He stares at me. The combative energy drains out of him in increments—shoulders dropping, arms loosening, that practiced hardness around his mouth softening into something that looks dangerously close to confusion.

"Why?" he asks. And the bratty veneer is gone, just for a second. What's underneath is a genuine question from someone who has never had a satisfactory answer. "Why does it matter this much to you? I'm just another name on a contract."

The honest answer is complicated. The professional answer is simple.

I give him the professional answer. "Because it's my job. And I don't fail at my job."

He nods. Slowly. The mask slides back into place, but it's thinner now. I can see the outline of what's underneath.

"Must be nice," he says quietly. "Having something you don't fail at."

He walks back to his room. The door closes. I stand on the terrace with a motion sensor in my hand and realize I've been holding my breath.

* * *
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I call Marcus at 1600.

"How's the babysitting gig?"

"I need you to run a deep background on the shell company from the alley incident. Go past the Delaware registration—pull the beneficial ownership records, cross-reference any connections to Ashworth Global, current or former employees. And pull Nico Ashworth's full digital footprint for the last six months. Social media, location data, public appearances."

"That's a lot of digging for what you described as a low-sophistication grab."

"The grab was low-sophistication. The targeting wasn't. They knew his name. They knew his routine. Someone did homework."

"Copy. I'll have something by morning." A pause. Then, because Marcus Webb has known me for fourteen years and can hear a millimeter of deviation in my vocal patterns: "You sound weird."

"I'm fine."

"You sound like the time in Fallujah when you ate that goat and it turned out the goat was—"

"I said I'm fine, Marcus."

"Right. Sure. You're locked in a penthouse with a billionaire pretty boy who's famous for being a pain in the ass, and you're fine. Totally normal Tuesday."

"It's Saturday."

"That doesn't help your case." Another pause. "Dec. Seriously. You good?"

I consider the question with more attention than it probably warrants. Am I good? I'm operating within normal parameters. Threat level is elevated but manageable. The principal is secure. The investigation is progressing. Everything is by the book.

Except for the part where I can't stop cataloging the way his eyes change color in different light—green in the morning, grey at midday, something almost translucent when he's scared. Except for the part where I heard him on the phone with someone last night through the guest suite wall, his voice small and shaky, saying something happened with a vulnerability he'd never let me see to my face. Except for the part where he wrapped himself in my jacket like it was the only safe thing in the car, and I wanted to—

"I'm fine," I tell Marcus. "Send the intel when you have it."

I hang up before he can ask anything else.

* * *
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At 2200 I do a final sweep of the apartment. Cameras operational, sensors active, door secured. The city glitters through the windows—endless, indifferent, full of people who want things from Nico Ashworth and people who want to do things to Nico Ashworth, and the margin between those two categories is thinner than anyone in this building seems to understand.

His bedroom door is closed. No light underneath. He went to bed an hour ago—I heard the water run, the mattress creak, the long silence of someone lying in the dark staring at the ceiling.

I pause outside his door. One second. Two.

This is a protective detail. I have run dozens of them. The procedure is clear: secure the perimeter, monitor the threat, maintain professional distance. The principal is not a person to me. The principal is a set of coordinates and a heartbeat. I keep the coordinates fixed and the heartbeat going. That's all.

That's all.

I go to the guest suite. Lie down fully dressed because that's how I sleep on an active detail—boots on, weapon in reach, ready to move in under three seconds. The pillow smells like fabric softener. The sheets are a thread count I've never experienced. The room is silent except for the climate system and the distant, muffled sound of the city.

I close my eyes and see green.

Not the green of a nightscope or a targeting display or a jungle canopy. A different green. Pale. Almost grey. Wide with fear in an alley, narrowed with defiance in a kitchen, soft and unguarded for fifteen seconds over a cup of coffee before the walls went back up.

I open my eyes. Stare at the ceiling.

Inhale four. Hold four. Exhale four. Hold four.

It doesn't work.
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Chapter Three
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Lockdown

Day three of my imprisonment, and I'm running out of ways to be an asshole.

Not for lack of trying. I've been throwing everything in my arsenal at Declan Shaw since he installed himself in my guest suite like a human security system, and the man is fucking bulletproof. Which—given his background—might be literal.

I've tried charm. Sweet, dimpled, full-wattage charm, the kind that has gotten me out of speeding tickets and into VIP rooms since I was seventeen. I leaned against the kitchen counter yesterday morning in my favorite silk robe—the emerald one that makes my eyes look like sea glass—and asked, in my most reasonable voice, if maybe I could just pop out for an hour. Just one hour. A coffee. A walk. Some air that hasn't been recycled through a $50,000 HVAC system.

He didn't look up from his laptop. "No."

"I'll bring you back a croissant."

"No."

"Two croissants. The good ones, from that place on—"

"No."

Three nos in the same flat, unbothered baritone. Like I was a notification he'd already dismissed. I could have been naked. I could have been on fire. I genuinely believe the response would have been identical.

I've tried manipulation. Called Victor's chief of staff and implied that the new head of my security detail was being "overly restrictive" and "potentially violating my civil liberties." The chief of staff called Declan. Declan listened to whatever was said, responded with "noted," and hung up. Nothing changed. When I asked what Victor's office had to say, Declan looked at me with those flat, unreadable eyes and said: "Your father asked me to use my discretion. I'm using it."

I've tried rage.

That one is harder to talk about.

It happened yesterday afternoon, around the forty-eight-hour mark, when the walls of this penthouse started closing in and my skin felt two sizes too small and I couldn't sit still, couldn't focus, couldn't breathe without feeling like the air was being rationed. I'd been pacing the living room—back and forth, back and forth, a caged animal wearing $400 lounge pants—and Declan was at the dining table doing whatever he does on that encrypted laptop, completely ignoring me.

"This is insane," I said.

Nothing.

"You can't keep me here. I'm not a prisoner."

Nothing.

"I have a life, you know. I have friends. I have places to be. I have—"

"You have a credible threat against your safety and a documented pattern of compromising your own security." He didn't look up. His fingers kept moving on the keyboard. "Until both of those things change, you're here."

Something snapped. Not dramatically—not a clean break, but a messy, fraying rupture, like a rope that's been holding too much weight for too long. I grabbed the nearest object—a crystal tumbler from the bar cart, Waterford, probably worth more than Declan's monthly salary—and hurled it at the wall.

It shattered spectacularly. Glass everywhere, catching the light as it scattered across the marble floor like a handful of diamonds thrown in rage. The sound was deeply, viscerally satisfying—a sharp, percussive crack that broke the suffocating silence of this apartment and made the air taste like adrenaline.

Declan looked up.

Not startled. Not angry. Just... looked up. Those dark eyes tracking from the glittering debris on the floor to me, standing in the middle of the living room with my chest heaving and my hands balled into fists and my face doing something I couldn't control.

He studied me for three seconds. The longest three seconds of my life.

Then: "You're cleaning that up."

That was it. No lecture. No reaction. No raised voice. Just four words in that low, infuriatingly calm rumble, and then he went back to his laptop.

I stood there vibrating with impotent fury for a full minute before I got the dustpan.

* * *
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So that brings us to today. Day three. I've burned through charm, manipulation, and rage, and Declan Shaw has absorbed all of it with the emotional engagement of a concrete barrier.

It's making me insane. Not the lockdown—or not just the lockdown. It's him. The immovable fact of him. The way he fills every room he enters without even trying, his body a constant, gravitational presence that warps the space around it. The way he moves—silent, precise, every action economical, like he's been doing cost-benefit analyses on his own motor functions since birth. The way he smells, which I should not know as intimately as I do, but I slept in his jacket that first night and the scent imprinted on some lizard-brain level that I can't scrub clean.

I've been hyper-aware of him for seventy-two hours, and it's becoming a medical issue.

He has routines. I've memorized them because there's nothing else to do and also because I'm apparently developing a fixation. He wakes at five—I know because I hear his door open, soft footsteps, the kitchen faucet. By the time I emerge at seven-something, he's already done a full perimeter check, reviewed camera feeds, communicated with his second-in-command, and made coffee. Always two cups. Always one left on the counter for me. He never asks how I slept or says good morning. Just the coffee, waiting. Present tense of a verb he won't conjugate.

He works out at some point—I haven't witnessed it, but the evidence is circumstantial and damning. He emerged from his suite yesterday in a black t-shirt with sweat still drying at his collar, the fabric clinging to his chest and shoulders in a way that should be classified as an aggressive act. I was eating cereal at the kitchen island and choked on a Cheerio. He walked past without comment.

He showers at variable times—unpredictable, because he's the kind of man who builds randomness into his personal schedule to prevent pattern analysis. But I hear the water run, and I can track the seventeen-to-twenty-two minutes he's behind that door, and I absolutely do not think about what he looks like in there. The water running over those shoulders. The tattoos disappearing under steam. The scar on his jaw catching the light. Soap tracing paths down—

I don't think about it.

I think about it constantly.

* * *
[image: ]


It's late afternoon when I make my last play.

I've been in my room for hours, staring at the ceiling, scrolling through my phone with dead eyes. Harlow has been texting—she knows something happened, but I've been vague. Security thing. Locked down at the penthouse. New bodyguard. He's intense. She responded with seven question marks and a voice memo I haven't listened to yet.

I can hear Declan in the living room. The quiet tap of his laptop. Occasionally the low murmur of a phone call—fragments of words I can't quite make out. Perimeter. Asset. Sweep. The language of his world, precise and mechanical. I wonder if he ever talks about anything else. I wonder what his voice sounds like when it's not giving orders.

I get up. Check myself in the mirror. I look like shit—three days of house arrest haven't been kind to my complexion, and there are shadows under my eyes from sleeping badly. I run my fingers through my hair, pinch some color into my cheeks, and put on the expression I wear like armor.

I find him at the dining table. Laptop open, phone beside it, a glass of water (he never drinks anything else during operational hours—I've noticed, because I notice everything about him now, because I am losing my entire mind). He's in a black henley pushed up to his elbows, and the tattoos on his forearms are on full display—faded ink, military insignia, a string of coordinates I can't read from this angle, and a line of Arabic script along the inside of his left wrist that I want to trace with my fingertip.

I lean against the door frame. Cross my arms. Project casual.

"I'm going out."

He doesn't look up. "No."

"I'm not asking permission. I'm informing you."

"And I'm informing you that every exit from this apartment is secured with systems that require my biometric authorization to disengage. So unless you've developed the ability to replicate my fingerprints, you're not going anywhere."

My jaw clenches. "That's false imprisonment."

"That's close protection." He still hasn't looked up. His fingers are still moving on the keyboard. The casualness of his dismissal is gasoline on the fire that's been building in my chest for three days.

"You know, most people at least pretend to listen when I'm talking to them."

"I'm listening. You want to go out. The answer is no. We've covered this."

"We haven't covered anything. You've issued decrees and I've been expected to follow them like a good little—"

"Like a person with a credible threat against his life who has a documented history of making catastrophically bad decisions about his own safety? Yes. Exactly like that."

The words land like a backhand. Not because they're wrong—because they're right. Because he said them in that same even, unhurried tone he uses for everything, like my catastrophically bad decisions are just another line item in his threat assessment.

I push off the door frame and cross the room. Stupid. Reckless. Predictable. All the things he already thinks I am.

I stop at the edge of the table. He's close now—close enough that I can see the silver threading through his hair at the temples, the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the way his jaw flexes when he clenches it. Close enough to see a small scar on his knuckle that I haven't cataloged yet, and the realization that I'm maintaining an inventory of his scars should probably alarm me more than it does.

"Look at me."

He stops typing. Looks up. And the full force of those eyes at close range is—

It's a lot. It's a lot. They're so dark they're nearly black, and they don't slide over you the way most people's eyes do. They land. They fix on you with a weight and precision that makes you feel like you've been pinned to a board and labeled.

"There," I say. My voice comes out breathier than I intended. "Was that so hard?"

He doesn't blink. Doesn't respond. Just looks at me with that terrifyingly calm assessment, and I can feel him cataloging—my elevated pulse, my dilated pupils, the flush climbing my throat. He sees all of it. He misses nothing.

"What do you actually want, Nico?"

The question is so direct it short-circuits me. Nobody asks me what I actually want. They ask me what I need (a therapist, rehab, structure). They ask me what I'm doing (acting out, making a scene, being difficult). They ask me what my father would think (who cares, who cares, who cares). But what I want—

"I want to leave this apartment."

"That's what you're asking for. I asked what you want."

I stare at him. The distinction shouldn't make sense, but it does, immediately and completely, and the understanding hits me like a physical blow. He's not asking about the lockdown. He's asking about the thing underneath the lockdown—the thing underneath all of it. The restlessness, the defiance, the three days of escalating provocation. The thrown glass, the bratty comebacks, the silk robe performance.

What do I actually want?

I want someone to give a shit. I want someone to see through the performance and still be standing there when it's over. I want to stop running tests that nobody passes. I want—

I want him to look at me like that forever.

"I want to not be alone," I say, and I don't mean to say it, and the honesty of it strips something away that I can't put back.

Declan's expression doesn't change. Not visibly. But something behind his eyes shifts—a tectonic movement, deep and slow. He looks at me for a long time. Long enough that the silence stops being confrontational and becomes something else. Something warm and dangerous and terrifyingly close to understanding.

Then he closes his laptop. Stands up.

The height difference hits me fresh every time. I'm not short—five-nine is perfectly respectable—but he's got seven inches and eighty-five pounds on me, and when he's standing this close, I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes, and the angle does something to my autonomic nervous system that I am not equipped to handle.

"You're not alone," he says. Low. Quiet. Not gentle—Declan Shaw doesn't do gentle. But something adjacent to it. Something that comes from the same zip code. "I'm right here."

"Because my father pays you to be."

"Your father pays me to keep you alive. Standing in your kitchen at four in the afternoon telling you you're not alone is not in the job description."

I don't have a response to that. My mouth opens and nothing comes out, and I'm standing there looking up at him like an idiot while my eyes sting and my chest aches and every defense mechanism I've spent the last decade perfecting fails simultaneously.

I do the only thing I can think of. The thing that's been coiling inside me for three days, tighter and tighter, demanding release.

I walk to the front door, put my hand on the knob, and open it.

He's on me in two strides.

His hand hits the door above my head—crack—shoving it shut with enough force to rattle the frame. I'm caught. My back against the door, his arm a barricade over my head, his body a wall in front of me. He's not touching me—not exactly—but the absence of contact is almost worse. I can feel his heat through the inch of air between us. Can smell him—the soap, the clean sweat, the skin-warm scent underneath that's been colonizing my hindbrain for three days.

His chest is rising and falling. Just barely faster than normal. The only crack in the facade—the only sign that this is costing him anything at all.

His face is above mine, close enough that I can see each individual eyelash, the exact line where the scar bisects his brow, the nearly imperceptible dilation of his pupils.

"Go. Back. Inside." Each word a controlled detonation, delivered at a volume just above a whisper.

My back is flat against the door. His arm is braced above me. And I am absolutely, catastrophically hard.

It hits me like a sucker punch—the rush of blood, the tightening in my gut, the sudden, overwhelming awareness of every nerve ending in my body. I'm wearing thin lounge pants and there is no concealing this. No chance. It's right there between us, obvious and damning, and if he drops his gaze even a fraction of an inch—

He doesn't. His eyes stay locked on mine. But something changes in them. A darkening. A focus. Like a scope adjusting.

He knows. He doesn't have to look. He knows.

The air between us ignites. Not metaphorically—I can feel the temperature change, feel the charge build like static before a storm. My lips part. My breathing has gone shallow and fast and I can't control it, can't control any of it, and I don't know if I want to.

"Declan." His name comes out wrecked. Ruined. A sound I've never made before—half plea, half confession, all surrender.

Something in his jaw tightens. His knuckles flex against the door above my head. For one incandescent second, I see it—the crack in the wall. The thing he's holding back with every ounce of that terrifying discipline.

Then he pushes off the door. Steps back. The cold air rushes into the space his body occupied and I nearly buckle.

"Go to your room." His voice is rough. Rougher than I've ever heard it—the rumble frayed at the edges, catching on something he's trying to swallow. "Now."

I don't argue. I can't. My brain has been replaced by white noise and my legs are operating on some emergency autopilot that has nothing to do with higher cognition. I stumble backward, turn, and walk—not run, walk, because I have that much dignity left—down the hallway to my bedroom.

I close the door. Lock it. Lean my forehead against it and press both palms flat against the wood.

My heart is trying to evacuate my chest. My cock is straining against my pants. My hands are shaking so badly the door rattles under my palms.

I replay it. His arm above me. His body an inch away. The heat. The scent. His name in my mouth and the way his eyes went dark when he heard it.

He wanted me.

I felt it. Not physically—he's too controlled for that, too disciplined to let his body betray him that obviously. But in the air between us, in the electric tension of that held distance, in the way his voice cracked on now. He wanted me, and he stopped himself, and the stopping cost him something.

I sink to the floor with my back against the door. Pull my knees up. Press my forehead against them and breathe.

Three days ago, I was running from my security detail for the thrill of it. Running because the chase was the only time anyone paid attention. Running because negative attention was the only currency I knew how to earn.

I don't want to run anymore.

I want to stay right here, in this penthouse, with a man who pushes my back against a door and calls it protocol. Who makes me coffee without asking how I slept. Who tells me I'm not alone in a voice like gravel over bedrock and means it in a way that terrifies me.
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