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Ethan

“BREACHING IN 3... 2... 1...” MY BOOT SLAMS INTO THE
door, splintering it open. The smell hits me first, invading my
nostrils. It settles deep into my lungs. Charlie team, my team,
pours through the splintered door behind me, weapons
sweeping side to side.

The thick, metallic tang of blood overwhelms my senses
and hangs heavy in the stale air. Heavy enough to taste as it
slithers down the back of my throat. Heavy enough to smell as
the acrid scent settles deep into my lungs. Heavy enough to
touch as if I could pluck the congealing liquid from the air.

It’s a sensory onslaught.

But we’re used to such things. Charlie team presses on,
under my leadership, boots sliding grotesquely through the
carnage.

Following the gruesome trail leads us to a closed door. My
heart pounds, my rifle slick in my sweaty grip. We’ve arrived
too late. The intel was bad.

This was a slaughter.

I nod to the team, taking position. Once again, I kick in a
door. This time, I reveal a scene from a horror movie. Bodies
tangled together, throats slashed, vacant eyes staring.

They killed the evidence and left a mess behind.

A child lays motionless on a blood-soaked mattress. I
approach with a sinking dread. I check for a pulse I know



won’t be there.
“Dead,” I call back to command. “They’re all dead.”

We’re too fucking late.

)

“Push forward, Charlie-One. There are others to save.’

I’d like to say the disembodied voice on the other end of
my comms is dispassionate and heartless, except it’s CJ, lead
for the Guardians. He wouldn’t have sent us here if there
weren’t lives to save.

“Copy that.” I rely on the intel of our technical team.

I lead Charlie team down a dimly lit hall, assault rifles at
the ready.

“Charlie-One, clear left.” My voice rasps low over the
comms. Footfalls echo off the concrete as my team leapfrogs
down the hall.

The resistance we met and destroyed, getting this far,
lingers in the acrid stench of gunpowder coating the back of
my throat and the sprays of blood staining my fatigues.

“Charlie-Two, clear right,” Hank’s gruff voice responds,
relaying his actions to our team and those sitting at Command
and Control.

Our boots thud dully on the cold concrete. They echo off
the cavernous walls that have borne silent witness to
unspeakable evil.

I spot the first cell, a heavy padlock sealing it shut.

“Cutters!” Reaching behind me, I open my hand, waiting.
Jeb hurries over and slams the bolt cutters into my palm. I take
the tool and snap through the rusty lock. The door swings open
with a screech of rusty metal on rustier hinges.

A girl cowers inside the closet-sized cell, bearing the
brutal handiwork of our enemy.

I crouch down, keeping my voice gentle. “It’s okay, we’re
getting you out of here.”



She flinches when I reach for her but allows me to guide
her into the hall. Eyes wide, she takes in my team of
Guardians, unsure if we’re heroes sent to save her or devils
intent on causing further harm.

Down the corridor, on both sides, small cells showcase the
devastating impact of Artemus Gonzales’s cruelty, a man
whose morals put the devil to shame. One by one, we crack
the cells, freeing broken souls. Some sob in relief, some stay
silent, but the message is clear—freedom is finally here.

I swallow the bile rising in the back of my throat and focus
on the mission of freeing these women.

Charlie team moves swiftly with bolt cutters, methodically
freeing each captive. With every lock snapped, the haunting
images of these girls—cowering, shuddering, their eyes wide
with a mixture of terror and hope—will forever be etched in
my mind.

The condition we find them in is horrendous. Artemus
Gonzales deprived them of the most basic of human dignities.
The mats they sit on are soaked with waste because no buckets
were provided in the cramped space. Their medical needs are
clearly ignored. Each sunken face bears the indelible imprint
of Artemus’s monstrous cruelty.

Women drained of life gaze out from behind corroded iron
bars with empty, tormented eyes. Their gaunt figures resemble
mere skeletons, the tragic result of unending terror and
deprivation. They appear more spectral than human. I clench
my jaw at the rank air and the rags used for bedding.
Monstrous men dehumanized these women, but we’ll help
these poor victims reclaim what was taken from them.

The air grows thick with emotion: the heartrending sound
of relief, the silent gratitude in a tight grip, the paralyzing
shock evident on faces that have forgotten the feeling of
freedom. The degradation these women suffered is palpable in
every putrid mat, every untreated wound, and every sunken
cheek—a sickening testament to Artemus Gonzalez’s
inhumanity.



As we reach the last cell, a fiery-haired woman stands out
from the others. Fierce intelligence flickers in her gaze, her
spirit unbroken despite the condition we find her in. Though
her surroundings scream of the same degradation, her defiant
eyes speak of a resilience that’s hard to find. The lock falls
away with a clink, but she doesn’t wait for my help. She
strides out, a beacon of strength amid despair.

“Form up!” My voice rings out, commanding and clear.

Charlie team forms a protective circle around the women,
ensuring every step they take is one step closer to freedom.
We’re not out of the woods yet, but Charlie team will not fail.

Shouts in the distance and the clatter of hurried footsteps
grow louder. Armed resistance is imminent. Our pace
quickens, the sounds of battle looming as we move, always
vigilant, weapons at the ready.

The dimly lit corridor vibrates with tension, and the weight
of responsibility for my men and the vulnerable women has
never felt heavier. Every corner we turn, every shadow that
moves, might signal the start of a confrontation I’'m desperate
to avoid but am fully prepared to face.

Suddenly, the sharp report of bullets interrupts our cautious
progression. A cluster of Artemus Gonzales’s henchmen burst
forth from a side passage, their weapons aimed and ready.
There’s no time for diplomacy, no room for hesitation. We
react as we’ve been trained, moving with the precision of a
well-oiled machine.

We’re death walking.

“Cover and return fire.” 1 signal two of my men to flank
our left while the rest shield the rescued women, pushing them
to the safety of alcoves and side passages. Our primary focus
is ensuring no further harm comes to these traumatized souls.

Though far from the battle-hardened mold of Charlie team,
the redhead displays an impressive awareness of her
surroundings.

Not one to be sidelined, she aids in ushering the more
vulnerable women into protective spots, a whispered word of



encouragement or a steadying hand guiding their way.

Bullets ricochet off the stone walls and sparks illuminate
dark corners as the firefight intensifies. Charlie team’s resolve
shines through. Every shot we take is calculated, and each
move is strategic. After a tense few minutes, the corridor goes
silent, save our rescues’ occasional whimper or muffled cries.

Emerging from our defensive positions, we quickly assess
the situation. Artemus’s men lay defeated, and though we have
a few scrapes and bruises, no major injuries are sustained.
Every member of my team and every rescue is accounted for.

We navigate our way out of the estate, moving toward the
exfil staging site, a small farmer’s hut at the edge of the
nearest field.

Unfortunately, another sound, a more menacing threat,
pulls me up short. Boots on the ground, moving toward us. I
raise a hand and make a fist, signaling the group to stop. Using
hand gestures, I instruct the women to huddle low and stay
silent. We take cover behind a looming concrete divider, the
cold of it pressing into my back. I send two of my team ahead
to scout the oncoming threat.

Time stretches, every second punctuated by the thumping
of my heart. Suddenly, the relative silence is broken by the
pop-pop of gunfire, tearing through the tranquility of the night.
The ambush is quick and intense. My team takes out the
desperate and poorly trained gunmen.

Then, suddenly, there is silence.

Hank, Charlie-Two, raises a fist, then spreads his fingers
wide. [t means the threat’s been neutralized.

“Head for the farmer’s hut across the field,” I bark out the
order, pointing to a small, dimly lit structure in the distance.

Our exfil location was chosen for its field where our
chopper can land and extricate those we’ve rescued.

Under the covering fire of Charlie team, the women,
driven by a mixture of fear and determination, dash toward the
safety of the farmer’s hut. Once inside the modest dwelling,



they huddle together, some praying, others staring into the
void, their faces pale but resolute.

My team and I take defensive positions, prepared to hold
our position and defend those we’ve rescued.

I call in a status update to Command. “Charlie-One to
Command, all friendlies secure. Ready for extraction at LZ,
over.”

The mission is complete now, but the real fight has only
begun. Helping these women reclaim what those monsters
tried to destroy—their dignity. Their humanity. Their futures—
this is where the Guardian Hostage Rescue Specialists truly
shine.

“Charlie, hold for exfil,” Command and Control calls out
through the comms. “Bravo inbound.”

“Copy that.”

Inside the dimly lit farmer’s hut, the women murmur
quietly in huddled groups, seeking whatever consolation they
can find. Their threadbare clothes hang loosely on
malnourished frames, and I scan their faces one by one as my
team secures the perimeter.

My gaze sticks on one woman—the redhead with fiery
locks and stunning aquamarine eyes. She holds herself taller
than the others. Something in her manner sets her apart from
the hopelessness surrounding her.

Before I can approach the intriguing redhead, Bravo team
arrives with their precious cargo—Alec and Barbi.

They’re the reason we’re here.

Bravo-Six went missing with his woman, Barbi, not too
long ago. That rescue mission brought us to Artemus
Gonzales’s doorstep, where we expected to recover Alec and
Barbi.

With a look at the women around me, we did far more than
that. Not only have we rescued Alec and Barbi, but we freed a
score of women destined for slavery.



Alec and Barbi look rough, tortured, and abused, but
they’re still fighting strong. Bravo team may have brought
them to the safety of the farmer’s hut, but Alec embraces Barbi
before retreating back to the estate with his team. A true
Guardian, he’s not done fighting. That man has unfinished
business with the monster holding this place.

In their absence, Barbi drifts over to the redhead,
introducing herself. The woman bristles at the overture but
engages, mentioning the name “Rebel.”

I file that fact away.

As they talk, I track Rebel’s body language. Her questions
come sharply, her brow furrowed in concentration as she
absorbs every word. Her inquisitiveness catches me off guard.

Why would someone fresh from the horrors of human
trafficking be so curious? I find it unusual, making me pause,
trying to understand the underlying reasons. Mentally noting
her peculiar interest, I shift my focus back to maintaining the
safety of this fragile refugee.

We’re vulnerable here.

“Hank, Blake.” I motion to the north and west windows.
“Secure those points. Eyes sharp, I want to know if anyone so
much as looks in our direction. Walt, take that door. I need it
fortified yesterday. Jeb, Gabe, I want you two outside—
perimeter sweep. Stay alert and relay anything suspicious
immediately.”

Like a well-oiled machine, Charlie team jumps into action.
Each move honed by years of training.

The faint roar of an incoming helicopter fills the air,
growing louder by the second. It’s truly the best sound on
Earth. We gather the women and prep them for exfil.

Once the chopper touches the ground, my team guides the
women outside and into the waiting aircraft, ensuring they’re
secured from this hellhole. Barbi and Rebel are the last to
board.

As the helicopter lifts off, Rebel sits beside Barbi, gaze
fixed on the receding landscape below. Though tempered by



the horrors she endured, a formidable spirit radiates from the
redhead.

Just then, her head swivels, eyes locking fiercely with
mine. In that blistering gaze is a glimpse of the resilient fighter
within.

A captive no longer.

I hold her gaze unflinchingly as the helicopter disappears
into the sky.



TWO



Ethan

WHEN THE HELICOPTER RETURNS, IT’S CHARLIE TEAM’S TURN
for extraction. I load my men into the waiting helicopter as
Bravo returns from their final act. The expression on Alec’s
face tells me everything I need to know.

Artemus Gonzales breathes no more.

With the helicopter packed, we head to the airstrip where
Guardian HRS’s modified passenger plane waits for the final
step of our rescue mission.

When I board, the rescued women have already been
triaged and seated by the medical team. The medics complete
an initial sweep for injuries and explain to the catatonic
women what to expect from here on out.

I make my way through the expansive interior of Guardian
HRS’s customized passenger jet, moving to the back, where |
stow my gear for the seven-hour trip back to California.

Up front is the general seating area, plush chairs that fully
recline to a flat position. Beyond that is a galley, then a
conference room for inflight mission planning. Next, I pass a
suite of modified lavatories. In addition to a sink and toilet,
they hold full-blown showers, an extravagance for our shell-
shocked rescues.

My heart swells with pride with the excellent care shown
to these survivors. The shower facilities were installed so they
can physically—and emotionally—wash away the vestiges of
captivity during the flight back to Guardian HQ.



No detail of their recovery is overlooked.

I spot an area prepared for the women—blankets, clothing,
water bottles, and protein bars laid out thoughtfully by the
medical team. Counselors speak gently to those who seem
ready to talk. Others stare silently ahead, not ready to process
their trauma and rescue. When they are, our experts will be
there for them.

The entire plane hums with our mission—not just the
rescue but rebuilding the lives of victims shattered by trauma.
As the newest member of the Guardian HRS team, I'm
honored to be part of an organization that works tirelessly to
help survivors heal.

My only hope is that I’'m equal to the task.

This place—these people—represent more than simple
hope to those who need it most. They are Guardians and
Saviors, Protectors and Healers, Defenders and Nurturers.
Their dedication 1s unwavering, their commitment
unquestionable, and their resolve unshakable.

Every scarred soul that steps through our doors isn’t just a
life saved but a life ready to be reborn, rebuilt, and renewed.

As I sit among these heroes, I'm filled with a sense of
purpose like never before. The weight of my responsibilities as
Charlie-One are daunting but also invigorating. On the
shoulders of these giants, I’1l learn, grow, and hopefully, make
a difference.

I’m humbled to be a part of Guardian HRS.

After stowing my gear at the back of the plane, I head to
the front and rejoin my team. On the way, Alec thrusts out his
hand.

“Name’s Alec. Haven’t seen you before.”

“Ethan Blackwood.” I shake his hand. “Took over Charlie
team.”

My mentor, long-term friend, and former Charlie team
leader, Rex, saw my potential amongst the SEAL teams early



on, but it was Sam who took a chance and hired me based
solely on Rex’s word.

Rex convinced Sam I’d be an asset to the team, vouching
for my skills honed from years in service to the SEALs and
Delta Force. Next thing I knew, I was flying out to interview at
their headquarters, getting sized up by Sam, the man in charge
of the Guardian Hostage Rescue Specialists, and by Forest
Summers, founder of the impressive organization.

Now, I find myself one of the best of the best.

With Rex moving on, I’ve got some big shoes to fill,
taking over as Charlie-One. His wisdom and decades of
experience will be sorely missed, but I’'m up to the task.
Stepping into a new unit, especially as the commander, is
always difficult, but leadership is in my blood. Rex saw that
early on and knew this would be a good fit for me.

I recall our last conversation as he handed over the reins,
clasping my shoulder with his weathered hand. “Charlie team
is yours now. Lead them well. They won t let you down.”

“Ah, Charlie’s new commander.” Alec gives a solid nod.
“Nice to meet you, and thanks for getting me out of that
hellhole.” Alec turns to his teammate Brady with a burning
question. “How did you guys find us? They removed my
trackers.”

“Mitzy Magic,” Brady laughs, leaning back in his chair. “It
never ceases to amaze me what that woman can do.”

I’m only now getting to know who’s who around Guardian
HRS. They speak of Mitzy, the talented genius of Guardian
HRS’s technical team.

As for getting Alec out of that hellhole? Charlie acted in
support, never knowing what we would find beneath Artemus
Gonzales’s estate.

Alec’s experience makes me curious about what Artemus
was after. I lean forward, eyes intent. “What did he want from
you anyway?”

“Get this—Forest, of all people.” Alec shakes his head in
disbelief.



Forest Summers, along with his foster sister, Skye
Summers, are the co-founders of Guardian HRS. A self-made
billionaire, Forest’s singular vision is to rid the world of men
like Artemus Gonzales, men who feed off the suffering of
others.

He’s the reason I’'m here; Forest Summers, not that creep
Gonzales.

With takeoff imminent and the rescued women settled into
their seats, I take a moment to appreciate what my new
employers do for the survivors we rescue. We not only rescue
those who’ve been taken, but we provide a safe haven for
them to heal from unimaginable suffering. Guardian HRS
helps survivors rebuild their lives. They manage all stages of
recovery through counseling, resources, and community.

With well over a dozen traumatized women on board, the
medical team makes the rounds, checking on each under their
thin blankets. I assist where 1 can and find myself assigned to
escort each woman to the rear of the plane where she can take
advantage of the expanded lavatories and shower—if that’s
what she wants—and change into clean clothes provided for
their comfort.

While they take a moment for themselves, my job is to be
ready to provide aid however needed and assist without
triggering them.

It’s a delicate balance.

To be honest, knowing how I look to other women, I can’t
help but feel I’'m not the best person for this job. I’'m a big guy
—huge—and more likely to intimidate than anything else.
Regardless, I trust the process. Guardian HRS knows what
they’re doing.

I hope.
I mean, let’s look at this clinically.

I escort women to the rear of the aircraft from their seats,
where I usher them to lavatories to strip and shower while |
stand guard outside.

How is that not triggering?



I don’t know, but I’'m assured my presence is comforting to
these women.

After escorting a freshly showered woman back to her
seat, my attention is drawn to one woman in particular—the
redhead named Rebel. Not too surprising, she sits beside
Barbi, the two of them deeply engrossed in conversation.

She’s one of the last to avail herself of the facilities.

“We have showers if you want to freshen up.” I clear my
throat to get her attention.

Freshen up?
What the fuck?

Being confined to a cage, starved, and forced to defecate
and urinate in that same cage requires far more than a bit of
freshening up. 1 sound like an idiot.

Rebel rises, posture rigid, bare shoulders back. Eyes
forward, her shoulders tense. Shoeless, her toes curl into the
carpet. Everything about her screams rage. Without a word to
acknowledge me, she strides down the aisle as if it’s her
decision to freshen up.

Freshen up? 1 smack my forehead and desperately want to
bite back those words.

I follow behind her as she makes her way to the lavatory
and hope she doesn’t stop suddenly to pivot and call me out
for being a perv for following her. It’s not like I need to stand
outside the lavatory while she showers.

Strike that.
That’s exactly my job.

I volunteered to escort the women to and from their seats,
watching them closely for signs of decompensation.

That’s code for losing their ever-loving minds.

At the door to the lavatory, I make a sweeping gesture. It’s
not like I’'m going in there with her. I'm just here in case she
freaks out. Swallowing my tongue, I shift my stance. One look



at the stunning redhead and it’s clear freaking out isn’t in her
vocabulary.

“Take your time. Everything you need is inside, including
clean clothes.” I shift from foot to foot, feeling like a fool.

Rebel’s eyes blaze before she disappears inside. I stand
guard, granting her this moment of privacy to wash away the
surface grime—and perhaps start rinsing away her deeper
scars.

Despite their brief showers, the other women remain
curled in on themselves, blankets gripped tight, still processing
their shock. There’s power in taking some small bit of control
back in their lives.

Rebel, however, carries herself apart from the others,
seemingly untouched by the trauma surrounding her. When
she exits the lavatory, freshly showered and looking radiant,
it’s all I can do to remember my role and shut my gaping
mouth.

The woman is stunning. Jaw-dropping gorgeous.
I clear my throat. “If there’s anything you need...”

Rebel bristles, turning sharply. “I’m fine.” She shrugs off
my concern, her aquamarine eyes flashing with warning.

I hold up my hands apologetically. “Of course. I just
wanted to check.”

She gives a terse nod and heads back to her seat, bare feet
padding whisper-soft on the carpet. We provide them with
slippers, but she opts to dangle those from her fingers rather
than slip them on her feet. I don’t know why, but her
standoffishness heightens my curiosity.

It’s the kind of interest that is not only unprofessional but
dangerous.

[ return to my post, pondering the defiance burning behind
those flinty eyes. Whatever inner fire fuels Rebel, it’s clear the
flames won’t be extinguished easily. She piques my curiosity
in a way no other survivor has before.



Hours pass, but thoughts of Rebel occupy my mind. When
she rises, I trail her to the galley. The sleek space looks more
like a high-end lounge than an airplane, with plush leather
seats, warm mood lighting, and polished wood detailing.

Rebel studies the offerings—healthy foods juxtaposed with
luscious dark chocolates. Her fiery hair tumbles down her
back in undulating waves, each strand reminiscent of the
vibrant dance of flames in a passionate blaze.

“Do you need anything?” I ask gently.

Rebel tenses, not turning. “I’m fine, thanks.” Her tone
brooks no argument. She’s definitely not interested in making
conversation.

“Please let me know if there’s any way I can help.
Anything you need.”

She faces me now, eyes sharp. “I don’t need your help. |
can take care of myself.”

I hold up conciliatory hands. “Meant no offense. You can
talk to one of our counselors if you need to. You don’t have to
go through this alone.” I take a step back, giving her room.

Her lip curls derisively. “I’m not interested in counseling
or spilling my guts. I’'m not traumatized; I’'m pissed off. I just
want my life back.”

Her aquamarine eyes flash with warning as she brushes
past me, spine straight, chin high. I resist the urge to touch her,
to provide false comfort.

I watch her go, equal parts fascinated and curious. She
burns bright, an enigma I long to understand, but her healing
must unfold at her pace, not mine.

For now, I’ll keep my distance and give her the space she
needs to heal in her own way.



THREE



Rebel

WE BEGIN OUR DESCENT HOURS AFTER BOARDING THE PLANE.
My fingers grip the armrests, and my jaw clenches. While
happy to be out of that hellhole—things did not go as I
intended—this whole rescue means starting over from scratch.

I’'m such a fucking idiot!

Too confident. Too desperate. My perfect plan resulted in
perfect chaos. Next time, I’1l do things differently.

I ignore the huddled women around me and confine my
conversation to a woman named Barbi, asking her everything
and anything I can about this organization: the Guardian
Hostage Rescue Specialists.

They sound like gallant heroes, and they saved Barbi and
her beau, Alec, but these arrogant Guardians ripped me away
too soon. Years of sacrifice and careful planning are wasted.
Now, I’m forced to begin again.

From scratch.

The plane’s tires screech as we land, jolting me backward
against the seat. My lips press tightly while 1 ignore the
women whispering around me. I refuse to take comfort in the
blanket they draped over me like some trembling victim.

The things I’ve endured would break these sheltered do-
gooders, and while I’'m thankful the stench of shit and piss
from the cells is gone, I’ve lost much with this unwanted
rescue.



Speaking of piss and shit, I’'m not too cynical that I don’t
appreciate the delicate aroma of the floral-scented shampoo
and being freshly clean. I keep catching myself twirling my
fingers in my hair and lifting the loose curls to my nose.

Lavender. It’s my favorite scent.

I’d rather sniff my hair than breathe in the stench of
testosterone from these modern-day heroes who rescued me.
Their maleness 1s a thousand times more potent than the
lavender citrus from the shampoo. I take another sniff of my
hair and close my eyes.

Violet prefers Jasmine.
Preferred.

Not prefers.

Violet's gone.

Nervous energy hangs thick in the cabin air. Unlike the
others, I refuse to huddle under the blanket they gave me like
some pitiful victim. I survived hell once already, and I’ll claw
my way back no matter how long it takes.

That may not make sense, but if you know, you know.

Only one Guardian gives me pause—the man who ripped
open my cage and freed me from my misadventure. He
introduced himself to Barbi’s man as Ethan Blackwood. It’s a
conversation I eavesdropped on, among many others, eager to
obtain any information about the operation that ruined my hard
work and years of delicate planning.

Although my plan—such as it was—completely fell apart.

His steel-blue gaze holds more intelligence and perception
than I like, and when he turns that attention to me, I respond to
that potent force. The dark unruliness of his hair does nothing
to detract from his overwhelming presence. It only intensifies
1t.

Dark hatir.
Blue eyes.

Dimples when he grins.



He’s got a body that would put Superman to shame. Yeah,
his type is my kryptonite, and I can’t stop staring. My lady bits
tingle, indulging in fantasies I’'m not ready to process.

Focus!
He’s no Clark Kent, and I’'m no Lois Lane.
But damn, if I don’t want to be.

Learning Guardian secrets from him could prove useful
and fun.

But Ae’s not on my side. In fact, we’re on completely
opposite sides.

Not quite an enemy, he and his Guardian friends are self-
righteous Samaritans who swooped in oblivious to the battle I
waged in the shadows. I have to tread carefully. Perhaps, if |
can learn their secrets, it might be something I can sell. Or
barter? Or use?

I need to get close to him.

Indulging my interest, while unwise, might be necessary.
Attachments are dangerous in my world. Yet I can’t miss an
opportunity to press Ethan Blackwood for details about these
Guardians and their operations. It could be fun wrestling that
information out of him from the comfort of his bed.

Honestly, it’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed sex. Too
long since I’ve focused on my pleasure.

With my thoughts on him, I miss the moment the wheels
touch down. Featherlight, it’s the smoothest landing I’ve ever
experienced. The plane slows, and I steel myself for whatever
comes next. I survived hell once already. I can do it again. I’ll
find some way to turn this setback to my advantage.

These Guardians have no clue about the monsters ['ve
faced or the depths I’ve sunk to in pursuing my goal.

Let’s call it what it is. I’'m obsessed.
Darkness provides strength if you let it.
And I refuse to fail.



Hours later, after a transfer off the plane to a bus, we arrive
at a place they call The Facility.

We’re herded like cattle, led from one place to the next
without a care for what we want. They say it’s voluntary, but
let’s be real.

They want me to play the victim—the traumatized,
trembling girl who needs their guiding hand to rest, recuperate,
and re-integrate into society.

Ugh, I’'m about ready to pull my hair out. Little do they
realize I was never a captive.

At least not in the way they assumed. Not until I fucked
up.
I paste on a fragile smile as the perky counselor leads me

through The Facility, giving me the hard sell about their
comprehensive services.

“We’ll get you back on your feet in no time. Group
therapy, art, yoga—oh, and the grounds! We have gardens and
walking trails and the most delightful little pond. Not to
mention the cliffs and the beach below. It’s not a sandy beach.
It’s got pebbles and stones instead of sand, but when the tide’s
out, the tide pools are a wonder to explore. You have free
range of the grounds and don’t worry. Our security is tighter
than Fort Knox. You’ll be safe.”

With its cozy living spaces and panoramic windows with
million-dollar views, The Facility is deceptively pleasant for a
glorified prison.

I tune out her bubbly pitch about all the activities that will
“restore my sense of self.” As if a few trust falls and macaroni
necklaces can erase what I endured in that squalid compound.
What I gave up to get there in the first place—my identity, my
dignity, the last shreds of innocence—that’s not something
they can fix with woo-woo mumbo-jumbo-magic.

This place isn’t about healing. It’s about control. They
want to mold us into whatever sympathetic narrative best suits
their image, but | refuse to be a character in their PR story.

I’m no one’s victim.



As we walk past a common area, women glance up from
board games and conversations, their sympathetic eyes
following me. My counselor notices. “Oh good! These are
some of your fellow survivors. Why don’t we stop and chat?
We can buddy you up, and they can show you the ropes.”

Buddy up?
Um, hell no.

But with a smile fixed on my face, there’s no avoiding it.
We pause as she waves to the young women. “Ladies, meet
our newest arrivals. I know you’ll make them feel welcome.”

Their assessing eyes crawl over me as we exchange stiff
pleasantries. The quicker I extract myself, the better, but the
older woman speaks up as I open my mouth to excuse myself.

“You have anger in your eyes.” She studies me intently.
“You think you’re hiding it, but it’s plain as day. It’1l fester if
you don’t confront it. Believe me, I know.”

How do I tell her I couldn’t care less? Like, I’m not here to
share sob stories with a stranger. I narrow my eyes, unsettled
by her perception. Schooling my features, I force a light laugh.

“I’'m just tired. A good night’s sleep and I’ll be right as
rain.”

The woman’s knowing gaze remains fixed on me a
moment longer. Inwardly, I bristle, even as I keep up the
facade. I can’t afford to have someone see through my act. The
counselor makes our goodbyes and steers us toward our
assigned rooms, chattering about settling in.

I have to be careful.
Very, very careful.

Before I know it, we’re ushered to the dining hall for our
first meal at The Facility. The air buzzes with voices and
laughter, survivors swapping stories over heaping plates of
comfort food. The very picture of a supportive, uplifting
environment.

It makes my skin crawl.



A quick glance at the baked chicken and mashed potatoes
on my tray leaves me unenthused. My gaze darts around the
dining facility, looking for an empty table on the periphery.
Spying a small one in the corner by the window, I snag the
spot before anyone else approaches.

I’m halfway through forcing down a bite of amazing
chicken when a giggle makes me look up. A wisp of a girl, no
more than twenty, stands shyly across from me.

“Do you mind if I sit with you? I’'m one of the new
rescues, too. I’'m Daisy.”

“I prefer to eat alone, thanks.” I fix her with an icy stare.
Hell, I'm not here to make friends. Shared trauma does not
mean we get to be besties. I shoo her off quickly and focus on
the meal [ want to hate but secretly love.

I may grab seconds.
Daisy looks stricken. “Oh, um, okay...”

She scurries back to the safety of a crowded table. Part of
me feels a twinge of guilt at the kicked-puppy expression on
her face, but I force down the unwelcome emotion. I can’t
afford sympathy or attachment. Those will only compromise
my focus.

As 1 pick at the buttery smooth mound of garlic mashed
potatoes, the cafeteria’s noise fades into the background.

I feel—trapped.

I don’t need their solidarity or sympathy circles. The only
allies I trust anymore are my own cunning and a knife in the
back. If I’'m going to take back what I lost, I have no room for
anything as useless as friendship.

Lying awake long past midnight, I finally give up on sleep
and slip out of bed. The moonlight paints my spartan room
with an eerie indigo glow through the windows. They want us
to feel safe, but the armed guards and perimeter fencing give
away The Facility’s true purpose.

Changing quickly into dark clothes, I open my door and
scout the hallway.



Empty.

A night staff member sits at a monitoring station down the
hall, head nodding drowsily.

Sloppy.

Hugging the wall, I creep toward the side exit door I
passed during intake. The red light on the keypad glows like a
taunting eye. No dice there. Moving as silently as a shadow, |
head for the main stairwell door. Also securely locked.

Of course.

Frustrated, | sneak back to my room, thoughts churning. |
need to find where they keep patient records and files. There
must be something useful 1 can use among those pages, but
first, I must figure out a way to slip past their suffocating
security.



FOUR



Rebel

SLIPPING BACK UNDER THE COVERS, | STARE UP AT THE
ceiling. The Facility may cultivate a tranquil appearance, but
it’s still a gilded prison. There has to be a way out. I just need
to bide my time and probe for weaknesses. A chink in their
armor will emerge.

When it does, I’ll be ready.

In this way, the days pass until a week’s gone by. | take
advantage of a lull in the schedule of therapy, art expression,
and other useless things. The Facility is located near cliffs
looking down on the Pacific Ocean. I go there when I need to
think.

When I’ve had enough nurturing from The Facility’s staff.
When I just need to be alone.

I tilt my face to the sun and let its rays warm my skin. A
refreshing breeze blows off the ocean and tugs at my hair,
carrying the smell of brine and freedom. I can hardly believe
I’m standing here after being locked away by Artemus in that
cramped cell.

On a clifftop above the Pacific Ocean.

Its vast majesty extends all the way to the horizon, where
sea and sky become one.

One week.

Has it been that long?



One week since Ethan Blackwood ripped open my cell
door and looked at me like I was worth saving. Now I’m here,
on the grounds of The Facility where Guardian HRS brings all
its rescued girls, surrounded by high fences and therapy
sessions.

It’s a safe place, but not where I need to be.

Footsteps approach on the dirt path behind me. Glancing
back, I see none other than Ethan Blackwood himself walking
toward me as if my thoughts magically conjured him. We
make eye contact, and an instinctive spark ignites low in my
belly.

Even from a distance, his masculine energy is palpable.
His tactical gear accentuates his broad shoulders and muscular
build, but his eyes draw me in—intense blue, gazing at me
with an unspoken question.

Does he feel this strange magnetism pulling us together, or
1s it just me?

I offer a small smile in greeting. Ethan comes here to assist
in combat training for those of us he and his team rescued. In
the week since arriving, I’ve seen him every other day, and
each time, our eyes linger a moment longer than proper. An
unspoken tension simmers beneath the surface.

“Getting some air?” His voice is pleasant but neutral as he
joins me at the cliff’s edge. His unique scent teases my nose.
Being near so much raw masculinity makes my skin prickle
pleasantly.

“Just appreciating the view.” I don’t only mean the ocean.
From the corner of my eye, I admire the striking lines of
Ethan’s profile.

I suspect he knows it, too.

We stand in companionable silence for a bit, letting the
sound of the waves fill the space between us. A strange peace
settles over me, existing beside this man without pressure or
expectation. Without words, I know Ethan understands the
demons that haunt me. His steady presence gives me hope |
can heal.



All too soon, he clears his throat and steps back. “I should
head back and get ready for today’s lesson. Will I see you at
training?”

I nod, offering a small wave as he turns to leave. Our eyes
catch and hold for a breathless moment. Something unspoken
passes between us before he disappears back down the dirt
path. The imprint of his gaze lingers long after he’s gone from
sight.

Over the next week, Ethan and his team return several
times to teach us self-defense. I make sure to partner with him
whenever possible, using the exercises as excuses to touch. To
graze his arm as if steadying myself or grip his bicep to
“break” his hold.

The spark 1 felt the first day only burns hotter with each
interaction. He remains stoic, but I catch his sharp inhale when
my fingers linger too long on his arm. See his throat work
when I get close. The intensity of our mutual attraction seems
to grow with each glance, each touch, and each shared breath.

Despite that attraction, I’'m wasting time. I know this, but
hope sparks, thinking the Guardians might be able to help me.
Before I enlist their aid, I need to know if they’ll help rather
than hinder. As grateful as I am for being rescued from
Artemus’s clutches, I’ve lost valuable ground in my search,
and I don’t need another rescue getting in my way.

Between mind-numbing art therapy and “sharing circles,” I
manage to convince a ditzy kitchen staff, Brittany, to let me
sneak into the restricted office hall, claiming I need to call
someone important to me. I go on about not wanting the
Guardians to know.

That they may not approve.
I’m a great actress. Lying comes easily to me.

Brittany laps up the sob story like a puppy. “Oh, you poor
thing, they won’t judge you.”

“I know, but I’d just rather keep this to myself. I don’t
want them thinking...” I don’t finish that sentence.



Truthfully, I have no idea what my lie should be, but
fortunately, the human brain is pretty fantastic. It fills in the
gaps like a pro, turning my half-stated lie into a full-bodied
reality for Brittany. Whatever she pictures, it must be pretty
intense because she gestures for me to follow her, eyes darting
around, checking to see if the coast is clear.

What a joke.

As soon as she bustles off, I dart through the swinging
doors into the administrative corridor. The offices sit dark and
empty—yperfect for a little unsupervised research. I breeze into
the records room, unsurprised to find it securely locked.

That’s okay. This is recon. A plan will form when it’s
ready.

Down the hall, the director’s office door stands slightly
ajar.

Jackpot.

I slip inside, making a beeline for the file cabinets along
the far wall. I hope to find anything on the facility’s
background, financials, and personnel files—anything
potentially useful. Instead of info, all I find are file cabinets
stored with junk.

Shit.

I hate the digital age.

It looks like it’s time to crack their computer systems.
Easier said than done. I’ve never seen encryption like this.

Hearing footsteps approach out in the hall, I duck under
the desk just as the director himself walks in, oblivious to my
presence. I hold my breath, praying he doesn’t sit in his chair
inches from my face.

Luck 1s with me. He shuffles some papers on his desk, then
departs, locking his office behind him.

I slip out, heart pounding. Another fruitless endeavor, but
at least now I know where the administrator’s offices are and
that they keep nothing on paper. There must be some weakness



I can exploit to dig up information on this place. I just have to
keep pressing and remain watchful. Sooner or later, they’ll
make a mistake. And when they do, I’ll be there to take full
advantage.

Two more weeks of trust falls and art therapy have me
ready to lose my ever-loving mind. Fortunately, there’s Ethan
to distract me.

I join the eager group of women in the gym, snagging a
spot up front to increase the chance I’ll be paired with Ethan
during our self-defense sparring matches.

When he saunters through the doorway with several of his
teammates in tow, [ arrange my face into a mask of pleasant
surprise and give a tentative finger wave. Then, I flutter my
fingers over my chest, drawing his eye exactly where I want it
to linger. I hate playing the coquettish female, but it works
wonders on men.

Always has.

But it doesn’t take much to snag a man’s attention when
you’ve been gifted with the face of an angel, fiery-red hair,
and eyes the color of tropical seas. Beauty is my curse as much
as it’s a gift.

My point being Artemus Gonzales, who decided I’d be
better sold to his clients than working as part of his team. I
misjudged that big time.

“Are you settling in all right?” Ethan pauses, his gaze
heading exactly where I drew it: my ample bosom. Other than
that, he remains frustratingly professional.

“Yes. The staff here 1s wonderful.” Lord, I want to gag on
the lie.

Instead, I bat my lashes and simper like a lovestruck fool.
He really does look like Superman in the flesh. The only thing
missing is the tiny whorl of hair up front.

“I’m happy to hear that.” His eyes sweep over me with
heightened curiosity.

Good.



Ethan calls for a volunteer, and I eagerly raise my hand. As
I join him at the front, he asks me to attack him so he can
demonstrate a defensive technique.

I throw a punch aimed at his head. Quick as a viper, he
grabs my wrist, pulling me off balance. His other arm wraps
around my torso, pinning my free arm to my side as my back
presses against his chest.

My pulse spikes at the intimate contact, so much that I
barely hear what he says to the class.

“From this position, you can stomp your attacker’s foot or
throw your head back into their nose.” His breath is hot on my
ear as he explains.

But I already know how to escape this hold. I deftly snake
my foot around his ankle and twist my hips, using leverage to
flip our positions until I have Ethan pinned face-first against
the wall. A murmur rises from the watching women.

Ethan quickly regains control, but not before his eyes
widen in surprise. “Good improvisation.” The wheels turn
behind his assessing gaze. He knows that wasn’t beginner’s
luck.

Throughout the demonstration, I make sure to engage and
ask interested questions, laughing lightly at his lame attempts
at humor.

When we pair off to practice maneuvers, I snag him as my
partner and smile invitingly, navigating the line between sweet
innocence and hungry predator.

Hmm, now that I’m thinking about it. I could eat him
alive. Bet he’s great in bed. A man like that? With looks like
that? He’s certainly had plenty of time to practice his moves.

“Let’s run through some basic techniques.” He clears his
throat, and I shake my head, wondering how much of my
thoughts were expressed on my face.

As we lightly grapple, I take the opportunity to
compliment his strength and finesse. “Could you show me that
disarm again? You make it look so easy.” I trail a finger along
his forearm.



He disengages and clears his throat. “Just remember to
keep your stance solid and pivot your hips like I showed you.”

I try a few more subtle touches and leading comments, but
Ethan remains stubbornly professional, oblivious, or immune
to my charms. It’s clear he won’t be so easily swayed by
flirtation alone. His restraint is admirable, if frustrating.

As we lightly tussle, I gain a new appreciation for all those
sculpted muscles barely hidden under his shirt.

We continue sparring under the pretense of instruction, but
each grapple brings our bodies tight together, limbs tangled in
a dangerous dance. My pulse races as our eyes lock again and
again. Ethan seems just as affected.

After a slick escape from his hold, he appears determined
to test my skills. He forces me into closer contact, and our
bodies press tight as we strain against each other.

At one point, he traps me against the wall, his muscular
thigh wedged between my legs. Wedged meaning pressed
against my lady bits, rubbing said bits. Our heaving chests are
inches apart, and his pupils dilate when his gaze drops to my
lips.

“Not bad.” I can’t help but tease him, and I admit to
having fun as I slip my tongue out and glide it over my bottom
lip. “But never lose focus.”

I use the distraction to hook my calf behind his knee,
sending us crashing to the mat in a tangle of limbs. We roll
until I straddle him, pinning his wrists above his head. I smirk
down at his stunned expression.

“You lost focus.” I shift my hips and can’t help but feel his
growing arousal. “That’s dangerous.”

His jaw tightens, but it’s too late. He’s aroused. I know it.
And he knows I know it.
Damn, this is fun.

I lean closer, lowering my voice so only he can hear.
“Does this frustrate you? Having the woman on top?” He
strikes me as the kind of man who never relinquishes control,



especially during sex, and I can’t be more blatant about what
I’'m offering.

A grunt is his only reply as he tosses me off and quickly
stands. His chest heaves and a light sheen of sweat coats his
skin. When he dismisses the class, his frustration is palpable.

I linger as the other women file out and plaster a satisfied
smirk on my face. “Thanks for the lesson,” I call out sweetly.
“I look forward to more hands-on training.”

Ethan turns away, jaw tight. Oh yes, I got under his skin in
more ways than one. Good. The more I disrupt his steely
control, the more secrets will spill forth when I finally get him
alone.

I'm going to have fun cracking you, Ethan. So much fun.

Over the next few days, I make good on that promise. One
day, after class, I fake an ankle injury so he’ll walk me back to
my room.

“I twisted my ankle. Would you mind helping me back to
my room?” I milk it for all it’s worth.

With a resigned look, he obliges, letting me lean against
his sturdy frame as we move slowly toward the dormitory.
When his arm wraps firmly around my waist, my pulse flutters
wildly.

At my door, I gaze up through my lashes. “Do you want to
come in? I could use some help wrapping my ankle.” It’s a
blatant invitation, and the heat in Ethan’s eyes says he knows
exactly what I’m offering.

But propriety wins out.
“You should ice it. I'll see you tomorrow.”

I grab for any excuse to make him stay. “At least give me
your number in case | need help.”

The corner of his mouth ticks up with amusement. I’m not
fooling anyone, but that’s the point, right? I’'m blatantly
inviting him to my room and bed for hot and heavy sex.



“Check with the front office if you need to reach Guardian
headquarters.” He shakes his head. “And get that ankle
checked out if it really is bothering you.” With that, he pivots
sharply and strides away.

He disappears around the corner, leaving me equal parts
furious and fascinated. Ethan’s discipline is clearly rock-solid.

Seduction and manipulation have failed.
So far.
But...

It’s only a matter of finding the right leverage. Once I
discover his weakness, I’'ll exploit it to get what [ need. A
mind that strong will surely be a goldmine of intel. I just have
to keep chiseling away to uncover the cracks.

Until then, I love a good challenge. Ethan will tell me what
I need to know, in bed or out.



FIVE



Rebel

[F I HAVE TO TIE-DYE ONE MORE SHIRT, GLAZE ONE MORE
crappy mug, or finger-paint another piece of abstract art
showing my feelings, I’'m going to kill myself. Frustrated, I
storm out of the art therapy session, an asinine waste of time,
and ignore the staff calling out to me, wondering if “I’m
okay.”

Bloody handprints litter my abandoned canvas. It’s a riot
of righteous anger and rebellion. Right now, all I want is to
feel the warm ocean breeze on my face and taste the salt of the
sea.

I need fresh air and space to think.

I head for the coastal trail, where the breeze coming off the
ocean whispers through my hair. Down below, the crashing
surf booms with the fury of Mother Nature. Its beauty leaves
me groping for words I can’t seem to find, and its rhythm
grounds me, connecting me to the timeless pulse of the earth.

This isn’t my first foray to the cliffs since arriving at The
Facility. It’s the only place that soothes my restless spirit. I'm
spinning my wheels and wasting time. I need to get back to
what matters, but this place offers an opportunity I can’t pass

up.
Frustration bubbles up within me, tangling with a myriad
of emotions making my chest tighten. I let out a deep breath,

tasting the salty tang of the sea and allow myself to gaze out at
the endless blue expanse of the ocean.



Seventy feet below me, the waves pummel the rocky
shore. Water against stone. Soft against hard. It’s a never-
ending battle and delivers a powerful message.

Weakness can prevail against great strength. All it takes is
perseverance. The raw fury of nature is right there beneath my
feet, mimicking how I feel.

A cool breeze carries fine sprays of ocean mist up the cliffs
where it grazes my skin and reminds me of the vastness of the
world and my place within it.

Talk about feeling small and insignificant.

I squint against the glare of the sun reflecting off the water,
taking in the endlessness of the blue horizon. It stretches out
before me, vast and infinite. Below me, the rocky beach
nestles against the cliffs, constantly shaped and reshaped by
the tireless waves.

That’s how I feel—constantly reshaped and molded by the
forces around me. The sight is both beautiful and haunting, a
reminder of how fleeting time can be.

And how much of it I’ve wasted.

The ocean breeze whips through my hair as I contemplate
my next move and stare out at the endless blue expanse. |
gather the fiery-red strands into my fist and yank my hair over
my shoulder. With my thoughts turning to Ethan, I plait my
hair and wonder how best to attack both the problem he
presents and the opportunity he offers.

He’s proven more disciplined than anticipated. Resistant to
my charms. I need to isolate him if I’'m going to ratchet up the
seduction and extract intel.

Lost in thought, I don’t hear him approach until he calls
out. “There you are. I heard you stormed out of group and
wanted to check on you. Is something wrong?”

I turn, surprise flickering through me. I didn’t expect to see
him out here, but perhaps fate is on my side.

Perfect timing.



Schooling my features, I arrange my lips into a pleased and
somewhat flirtatious smile.

“Fancy running into you here.” I keep my voice light and
playful.

Ethan moves closer, his brilliant blue eyes roaming my
face. “It’s a nice spot to get away and think. I come out here
myself sometimes.”

“You do?” I peer up at him through my lashes.

He nods, hands sliding casually into his pockets. “Yeah,
it’s a great place to clear your mind.”

[ sweep my hair over one shoulder, angling my body
toward him. “That’s exactly what I needed today—fresh air to
clear my mind.”

Sensing him about to ask again if ’'m okay, I hold up one
hand to forestall the question. “I’m fine. Just had to get out of
‘Art Therapy’ and that stuffy room.”

Ethan’s blue eyes delve into mine, as if trying to decide
whether I'm being truthful. He moves even closer, and I'm
enveloped by his woodsy scent on the ocean breeze.

Comforting, inviting.

“It helps to talk through what you’re feeling. Bottling it up
often makes things worse. I’ve got a willing ear if you need
it.” He reaches out and touches the tip of my shoulder.

His concern seems so genuine. So real. A small part of me
wants to open up and share the real reason that brought me
here—the truth, not the lie he knows.

He strikes me as an honest man, a true protector.
Dare I say a hero?

But I force aside that momentary weakness, aiming to steer
the conversation to lighter territory. I let out a small, strangled
laugh instead.

“I’m not one for deep talks about feelings.” 1 wave a
dismissive hand. “I’d much rather enjoy these amazing
views... Unless you have something more fun in mind?”



Unable to resist, I reach out and squeeze his bicep in
appreciation. Taut muscle flexes under my exploring
fingertips. Out of the corner of my eye, his throat works as he
swallows.

Men react to touch. It’s one tool out of many in my arsenal
of seduction.

Hard muscles tense under my fingers.

“Well, uh...” Ethan pauses, gaze dipping briefly to my lips
before skittering away. “There’s plenty of nature and wildlife
to enjoy around here, if you need a distraction.”

I perk up, interest piqued. Keeping my voice coy, I take a
half step closer, fully in his personal space now. “Oh yeah?
What did you have in mind?” I lightly trail my fingertips along
his forearm.

Ethan stands his ground, towering over me. This close, I
can see his pulse throbbing in his neck. “The tide pools have
an amazing little ecosystem if you want to check them out.”
His voice takes on a deliciously lower octave.

I press close, drawn like a moth to a flame. “That sounds
perfect. I’d love for you to show me.”

We’re now only a breath apart, tension crackling in the
scant space between us. His earthy scent surrounds me, the
heat of his body calling to me like a siren song. I can almost
taste his lips, they’re so close...

The world blurs into nothingness, leaving us suspended in
a pocket of escalating sexual tension. The crashing waves fade
into white noise as we stand in this electric moment.

Ethan’s piercing eyes hold mine, our thundering heartbeats
seeming to match pace.

After an endless moment, he steps back, breaking the spell.
My skin prickles from the sudden absence of his warmth and
proximity.

“At low tide, we can explore the tide pools safely down on
the beach.” Clearing his throat, Ethan gestures to the cliffside
path.



Eager for a glimpse of our destination below, I scamper to
the very brink of the cliff’s edge, but the loose gravel shifts
treacherously beneath my feet. Suddenly, I teeter off-balance,
tottering far too close to the precipice.

My heart leaps into my throat, but Ethan’s strong arm coils
around my waist before panic can take hold. He yanks me
back against him, my back crashing against his solid chest.

The abrupt, almost jarring contact with his hard body
steals my breath and overwhelms my senses. I gasp,
disoriented, my footing still unsteady. Ethan’s grip on my
waist is the only thing keeping me upright.

Pulse racing, I twist in the cradle of his arms to face him.
My hands land reflexively on his rock-hard chest, feeling the
thrum of his racing heart beneath my palms. Our faces are
mere inches apart.

Looking up, I meet his gaze. He looks genuinely alarmed,
his eyes a deep well of untamed concern. The moment
stretches; gravity seems to alter, my world narrowing to the
space between his eyes and mine.

Still hyped on adrenaline, I whisper, “My hero.” The
words emerge like a prayer hanging in the suddenly charged
air.

Ethan’s chest heaves beneath my hands. His eyes bore into
me, full of untamed concern and another, more primal
emotion. Time seems to slow around us.

His lips part, their magnetic allure a force of nature pulling
me 1n.

My fingers trail up, almost of their own volition, grazing
along the coarse terrain of his jawline. I thrill at the contrast of
stubbled skin and smooth flesh beneath. Ethan doesn’t pull
away, his lips parting slightly at my exploratory touch.

We stand balanced on a knife’s edge of anticipation, caught
in this delicate moment. Then, succumbing to an irresistible
pull neither of us can deny, our mouths meet in a fiery kiss.

Everything else fades away.



My eyes flutter closed, senses overwhelmed. The softness
of his lips, his intoxicating woodsy taste and scent, the warmth
of his skin under my palms—it steals my breath and sets my
body ablaze. It’s a conflagration of passion, a kiss that’s both
fierce and tender, consuming and endless.

A low groan rumbles through Ethan’s broad chest. His
strong arms lock around me like iron bands, crushing me
tighter to him. One hand burrows into my windswept hair,
angling my head as he deepens the kiss.

Our tongues meet, tentative and seeking at first. Then
growing bolder, both hungry for more. My fingers curl in his
shirt, anchoring myself against the onslaught of sensation
threatening to sweep me away.

Wave after wave of desire courses through me, burning
hotter with every frantic meeting of our mouths. I mold myself
to him, awash in the drugging kiss that leaves me dizzy and

gasping.

Just when I think I might combust from the scorching heat
coiled between us, Ethan breaks the kiss with a ragged gasp.

We stand clutched together, both breathing hard. His pupils
are blown wide, lips kiss-swollen. He looks oddly stunned,
like a man emerging from a dream.

I laugh breathlessly, trying to cut through the sensual haze
fogging my mind. “Maybe I should fall off cliffs more often.”

At my joking words, guilt flashes across Ethan’s face. He
drops his hands from my body as if burned, taking a deliberate
step back.

“I’m so sorry. That was completely out of line.” He drags a
hand through his hair, looking tormented. “I sincerely
apologize.”

I can’t hold back an exaggerated eye roll.

“For kissing me? Men can be so absurdly noble
sometimes. [’ve been trying to get you to notice me for
weeks.” I poke his chest for emphasis. “Trust me, if I didn’t
want you to kiss me, you’d currently be writhing on the
ground cupping your balls in agony.”



Ethan blinks, clearly thrown. I continue before he can
respond.

“Second, I’'m not made of glass. I won’t shatter because
someone kisses me.” I step closer, looking up into his eyes
defiantly. “That just happens to be the best kiss of my life. So
don’t you dare apologize for it.”

Ethan still seems hesitant, so I grab his hand, tracing lazy
circles on his palm. His throat bobs. I lean in, dropping my
voice. “You promised to show me the tide pools. Who knows
what other—fun—might happen down there?”

His chest hitches, and the muscles of his jaw clench.
Genuinely confused, I love the way his brows tug together as
he tries to remember what he promised.

“Maybe you can think about how professional, or
unprofessional, you want that excursion to be.” I can’t help but
tease and be overly suggestive. Ethan’s nobility is too strong
and is getting in the way. “After a kiss like that, I definitely
want to explore what else might happen.” I rake my eyes over
him suggestively before stepping back.

With a cheeky wave, I sashay away, adding extra sway to
my step. His smoldering gaze follows me as I depart. I literally
feel the heat of his passion burning a hole through my back.

Let him mull over what he started by that cliff. Next time
his noble side rears up, I won’t let him pull away so easily. I
lick my still-tingling lips as 1 follow the path back, trying to
clear the sensual fog from my mind. Damn, that was an
amazing kiss.

He surprises me.

And I can’t deny the effect Ethan Blackwood has on me. I
didn’t anticipate such an intense attraction. Those kisses were
blockbuster movie magnificent, straight out of a romance
novel, devouring me.

Glancing back, I catch Ethan watching me, eyes
simmering with banked heat. Anticipation coils low in my
belly. Soon, we’ll finish this sensual dance, but letting the
tension marinate could make the payoff even sweeter.



Out of sight, I touch my lips, swollen from the fierceness
of our kiss. I can’t hold back a giddy smile. Playing with fire is
risky, but ’'m ready to get burned.

Squaring my shoulders, I continue onward, still floating on
a hormonal high, but I force myself to refocus. I have my
mission. Eyes on what’s important. There’s far more than a
steamy kiss at stake.

Still, maybe mixing a little pleasure into the business
wouldn’t be so bad. I grin wickedly to myself. Ethan won’t
know what hit him, and I have a feeling I’'m going to
thoroughly enjoy every second of letting the anticipation
simmer between us.

Time to turn up the heat.



SIX



Rebel

ONLY THE NEXT DAY, CHARLIE TEAM ISN’T THERE TO TEACH US
self-defense. The men of Alpha team take over. The next
month, it’s the men of Bravo team. Evidently, Ethan’s team is
on a training rotation. There’s no sign of Charlie team or Ethan
for two agonizing months.

I’'m about ready to give up when, one morning, I come
across FEthan standing alone by the cliffside during my
morning stroll.

Drawn by instinct, I approach and touch his arm. He goes
very still but doesn’t pull away. Slowly, I slide my palm up his
shoulder, feeling the hard muscle beneath. Our eyes lock,
simmering with unspoken desire.

“Rebel. Don’t.” My name escapes his lips like a plea.

“Why not?” I press closer, fingers trailing up his neck’s
strong column. His pulse hammers under my fingertips.

“We can’t.” Ethan grasps my wandering hand, though he
doesn’t move away from our charged embrace. “It would be
taking advantage.”

I shake my head, rising up on tiptoe. “Not if that’s what I
want,” I whisper softly against his lips.

His eyes search mine, looking for any hint of coercion.
Finding only willingness, he makes a rough sound and crushes
his mouth to mine in a searing kiss.



Warmth spreads through me at the feel of his soft lips. The
kiss begins tame, but rapidly deepens, our passion unrestrained
now that the gates have opened. I whimper into Ethan’s mouth
as his tongue strokes mine. His arms yank me flush to his hard
chest, leaving no doubt about his desire.

We come up gasping, foreheads pressed together.
“That was...” Ethan struggles for words, his voice rough.

“Perfect.” I cradle his face and draw him back to me. With
a muftled groan, he gives in, mouth hot and hungry on mine.
However this started, we’re both falling fast.

We steal what moments we can over the next few weeks,
hyperaware of listening ears and watching eyes. A brush of
fingers as we pass in the hall. Stolen kisses in empty rooms.
Murmured conversations lasting into the night, laying bare our
damaged souls.

Ethan never presses for physical intimacy, letting me set
the pace, but the sexual tension between us simmers below the
surface. A heated look i1s enough to convey everything left
unspoken between us. I crave his touch, but he seems
determined to be a gentleman.

The day comes when Ethan invites me to Guardian HRS
headquarters—my first time leaving The Facility since being
rescued. Ethan gives me the grand tour, those piercing eyes
monitoring me for any sign of distress.

He’s protective to a fault, which I find both endearing and
infuriating. I don’t need to be handled like something fragile.

At the firing range, I ask if we can go inside. His brows
lift, but he puts on a good show, fetching earmuffs and safety
glasses. It’s been long enough that the weapon feels foreign in
my hands, but muscle memory takes over.

I empty the clip in rapid succession, forming a tight cluster
over the heart of the human outline.

Lowering the smoking gun, I meet Ethan’s stunned
expression.

“Beginner’s luck?” I quip with forced lightness.



He nods, seeing me in a new light, but I say nothing. He
doesn’t pry, and for that, I’'m grateful.

Everyone has their secrets.

The tour concludes back at The Facility. We wander to the
cliff’s edge, holding hands, and stare out toward the ocean.
The setting sun bathes us in golden rays as we stand close, our
shoulders barely touching. A tantalizing contact, hinting at
further intimacy to come. My restless hands itch to pull him
closer, to feel his body pressed fully against mine.

But Ethan seems content taking things slow.

Too slow. His noble restraint is admirable but also
frustrating. Doesn’t he feel this urgency between us? This
hunger that gets tighter each day we deny it?

Oblivious to my frustration, he takes my hand, stroking his
thumb softly over my skin. “Have dinner with me tonight?”
His tone holds a new vulnerability. My earlier irritation melts
away. This feels like more than satisfying desire.

I lace our fingers together. “I’d love that.”

Later that night, I open my door to find Ethan freshly
showered, holding a bouquet of wildflowers. The care and
hopefulness shining from his eyes melt something inside me.
No one has ever looked at me that way.

We enjoy dinner at a cozy restaurant on the wat