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Description: You can’t outrun your past—or so they tell me. It
doesn’t stop me from trying though, and that's how | end up here in
London, a far cry from the Los Angeles sunshine and the weight of
my family’s name. And hopefully far enough away from my past that
it can only haunt me in dreams.

Things are going well so far. My life is pretty normal, and normal—a
little calm after the chaos—is exactly what | need right now.

Enter Sebastian Donovan. All easy charm and Daddy Dom energy,
with a smile that could melt panties at twenty paces. It's a pity he's
off-limits—not because he’s a serial womanizer with a trail of broken
hearts all over London, but because he’s my best friend’s dad. That's
too messy, and | like to avoid mess. I'll stick to my no-strings
arrangements, no matter how unfulfilling they’ve been lately.

But what if we could have just one night? One debauched, filthy
encounter that will still make me smile when I'm eighty? That can’t
hurt, right?

Wrong. Very, very wrong.

Sebastian Donovan isn't the kind of man | can just up and walk away
from the next morning. He unlocks something deep inside me,
something | buried a long time ago. If my tastes run a little on the
dark side, Sebastian’s run darker. He's the first man who's ever
managed to tap into exactly what | want, and he’s not afraid to give it
to me.

But those demons I'm running from—

They’re about to catch up with me, and now | don’t know who | can
trust. The one thing | need to be certain of is whether | can trust him.
He can keep my body safe, but what about my heart? Because
despite everything I've survived, Sebastian is the one person who
possesses the power to break me.

I've never been the kind of woman who needs a knight in shining
armor— I’'m more than capable of saving myself, as I've proven more
than once.

But a devil in a tailored suit? Maybe that’s exactly what | need.
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Prologue
LAUREN—AGE 10
“Bailey. Bailey, where are you? Come on, boy, dinner time.”

| wander around outside my house, shaking Bailey’s can of treats. He loves his treats,
and he usually comes galloping over as soon as he hears the rattling sound they make
against the metal. Papa says he's greedy, and Mama says he's just a Labrador who
can't help being what he is. | don't mind if he's greedy—he’s my beautiful golden
boy, and he’'s been my best friend since my birthday last year. I’ ve dways wanted a
dog, but until then, | had to make do with my stuffies. | begged to get a rea one,
promised I'd look after him, and | do. | feed him and walk him and brush his soft fur
until it's smooth. My sister helps, but she doesn’'t like him as much because he
slobbers. That's another thing he can’'t help, and secretly I'm glad he prefers me

anyway.

| jump over the hula hoop | was playing with earlier and dodge the sprinkler that’s
watering the lawns. Bailey normally likes the sprinkler, but today he’s nowhere in
sight. I'm starting to worry because he usually stays close. We have a big yard, butl
checked all his favorite spots and still can’'t find him. It makes my tummy feel weird.

Mama would tell me I'm being a worrywart right now. She tells me that when I'm
freaking out about my grades or stuff at school. She says | need to relax because

nothing will ever hurt me—because I’ m safe here.

| don't believe her anymore. Not since that day two weeks ago, when the Bad Thing



happened. School finished early because the power went out, and | came home alone.
| shouldn't have—our driver Ernesto picks us up from school when Mama can't
make it. But my friends were all doing it, and | wanted to be with them. As soon as |
saw my Uncle Carlos's car in the driveway, | realized it was a mistake.

Uncle Carlos scares me. | don't know why. He's my pap&' s baby brother, and he's
never been anything but nice to me. My sister adores him, and he’s at our house alot.
| should be used to him by now, but my tummy gets tied up in horrible knots when
I’m alone with him.

After | saw his car, | snuck off down the side of the house to avoid seeing him. |
headed past the pool house and down toward the garage and the shed where the
gardener keeps all his tools. Nobody ever goes in there, so | thought I'd be safe
hiding out until my sister or parents came home. | had my backpack with me and
some snacks left over from lunch—I"d be fine.

| was halfway along the path when | first heard the sound. It was horrible, like
nothing I'd ever heard before in real life—a man screaming and crying. It made me
freeze on the spot, and | was so scared | couldn’t move. | tried to tell myself | was
just being a worrywart like my mom says, that it was probably a noisy movie or
something.

Except | knew, deep down, that it wasn't. It was too real, and it turned my blood to
ice. The screaming carried on, getting louder and louder, the howled words not
making any sense. Itwas terrifying, and | thought | was going to be sick—but it was
worse when the screaming stopped.

The door to the gardener’ s building flew open, and Uncle Carlos stepped out holding
a pair of big scissors in his hands—the ones Emile uses to shape the rose bushes.
Something red dripped from the blades, and it was all over his face too. He was
grinning to himself, histeeth big and white like the picture of the Big Bad Wolf in my



oldLittle Red Riding Hoodpicture book. I’ ve never been so scared in my life. It was
worse than the nightmares that made me scream and scream until Mama and Papa
came into my room and sang me back to sleep.

He stopped dead when he saw me, and his grin got even wider.

“Come and see, princesa. Come and see what happens to people who disobey your

tio.

| shook my head and turned to run, but | was so frightened | tripped over my own feet
and hit the ground. He came over, pulled me up by my arm, and dragged me with
him. His grip was so hard it hurt, and he shoved me into the shed. My eyes were shut
super tight, but | could still smell the coppery tang in the air. | could taste it on my
tongue, and it reminded me of going to the butcher shop with Maméa on Sundays to
get our meat for the week.

He gave me arough shake. “ Open those pretty brown eyes, little girl. Open them, or |
will open them for you. | could chop off your eyelids, snip snip snip.”

He snapped the giant scissors open and shut right by my ears, and my whole body
was shaking. He would cut me—I just knew it.

| finally did as | was told and immediately wished | hadn’t. The man in front of me
didn’t look human anymore. He looked like a creature, a monster from one of my
books, dangling from a hook on the ceiling. His fingers were missing, and |
couldn’tlook at any of the rest. | forced my eyes away and found myself looking
down at the plastic sheet, where | saw afat, red lump of meat that | realized was his
tongue. Uncle Carlos tortured this man and cut out his tongue, and now he was
making me look. The disgusting sights and smells made my stomach hurt so bad |
threw up.



“He's dead, sweetheart,” my uncle said, sounding amused. “Away with the angels.
And if you know what is good for you, you will never mention this, you understand?
Not to your mama or your papa or your darling sister—because if you do, then who
knows? Maybe this will happen to you. Or to one of them. Or to your precious puppy.
What do you say, Lauren—can you keep a secret?”’

| had no idea why he did this terrible thing or why he did it here. My papa and his
brothers were businessmen who owned hotels and companies all over the country.
They weren't murderers. Surely Papa and Uncle Mateo didn’'t know about this. |
wanted to tell them, but Uncle Carlos is crazy and cruel. He meant it when he said
he’' d hurt us. It seemed like he wanted to hurt us, that maybe he’'d enjoy it.

If | tell, he will kill me or someone | love.

| nodded so hard my curly hair flew out of its bun, strands of it sticking to my cheeks.
| was crying. “I promise, Uncle. | will never ever speak aword, | swear.”

“1 believe you, angel. Let’ s just make sure you understand though, si?’

He grabbed my hand and pulled on my fingers. No matter how much | struggled and
tried to keep them in a fist, he wouldn’t let go. | wasn’t strong enough to resist him,
and he was laughing and squeezing until my bones squished together. Then he took
those awful scissors, still bloody from the dead guy, and scraped one of the blades
across my palm. It hurt so bad, and my blood dripped onto the floor. He smiled when
| started to sob.

“Silly girl, Lauren. So very clumsy. You cut yourself in the kitchen, trying to make
your old uncle a snack, didn’t you? Isn’t that what happened?’

| nodded quickly, and when he finally let me go, | ran away asfast as| could. Back to
the house and all the way to my room. | tried to clean up the blood with tissues and



told myself that everything would be okay. Everything would be okay as long as |
didn’t tell.

Bailey had been locked inside the house, and he ran up the stairs after me, his tail
wagging. | threw myself onto the bed and snuggled up with my stuffies, including the
big one that looked like Bailey. At first, he thought it was a game and jumped around
and barked, but then he jumped up on the bed with me and looked at me with his big
brown eyes. | hugged his chunky neck while | wept, and he licked my tears away and
made everything feel alittle bit better.

That was two weeks ago, and | haven’t told anybody anything. I'm too scared. | think
about Uncle Carlos and those big scissors every night when | go to bed, and I'm
scared all the time. | can’'t concentrate in school, and | don’'t care about my grades
anymore. If | do manage to forget it all for a minute, the cut on my palm reminds me.
| told my parents | cut myself by mistake, like he said to. | was so scared they
wouldn’t believe me, but | must have done a good enough job to convince them.
They called Dr. Luther, and he came out and gave me some stitches and a lollipop
and told me | was avery brave girl.

Except I'm not brave. I'm a coward. Nothing feels safe anymore. | don't enjoy
anything now—not movie nights or our Friday family dinner or chatting with my
friends. The only thing that makes me feel better is Bailey, and now | can’t find him.

A bad feeling grows in my belly as | wander around looking for him. “Bailey! Bailey,
where are you, boy?”’
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Mama and Papa are both home. It would only take me two minutes to run back to the
house and get them. Mama is making dinner, and Papa is doing work in his office.
But | don’'t want to bother them. I’'m probably being silly. Bailey probably chased a
bird and got alittlelost. I’'ll find him any second now.

| don’t want to go back down to the gardening shed. | hate it there. Even seeing it
makes me taste blood and fills my ears with the sounds of that man screaming.

It's the only place | haven't checked, though, so | don’'t have a choice. “Come on,
Lauren, stop being a baby,” | mutter to myself, standing in front of the door. I'm
really scared. The man isn't there anymore. Emile has been using the shed like
normal and everything has been cleaned up, but | still think it smells weird. Probably
my imagination.

Still, I am thinking about running back to the house and asking my parents for help
when | hear him—allittle woof, alittle whine. “Bailey.”

As soon as he hears my voice, he goes crazy, and | pull the door open. He runs out to
greet me, jJumping up and down and whirling around in circles and leaping so high he
can lick my nose. | end up rolling around on the grass too, giggling, so happy to see
him. “How did you get in there, silly boy?’ He answers me with a big sloppy kiss that
makes me laugh, but I'm still confused.

The door has to be pushed or pulled shut, and | frown as | realize Bailey wouldn’t
have been able to do that. He might have been hiding, and someone accidentally
closed himin there...



Except Bailey is a big dog, and he's loud. He loves people, and he never hides from
them.

I’'m still trying to figure it out when | see my uncle walking across the grass. He
wasn't here earlier. Has he been lurking around our house without us knowing? Does
Papa know what amonster his brother is? He can’'t know, can he? If he knew, he'd
stop him.

His big, scary shadow blocks the light, and | grab Bailey tight. Having my dog close
makes me brave. “Did you trap Bailey in there, Uncle Carlos? Are you angry with
me? | didn’'t say aword to anyone.”

“Silly girl, what do you mean? Why would | do that? It would be dangerous for him
in there, wouldn’t it? Rat poison, blades, chemicals, all kinds of things that could hurt
a dog. If someone left any of those lying around, if someone opened those poison
boxes and left them for this greedy boy to poke his fat nose into, then who knows
what would have happened? But it looks like he had alucky escape. Thistime.”

He winks at me and reaches out to pat Bailey. Bailey growls a little, but he's too
sweet to do anything more. Still, | quickly pull him back and whisper soothing words.
He's never bitten anyone, ever. He'sa good boy. But if he did bite Uncle Carlos, he'd
make sure everyone knew, and Bailey would have to go to the vet and not come
home like my friend Sasha’ s dog last year.

“He seems fine to me, congjita. But if he had come to some harm, if | had trapped
him in there and mixed rat poison with that chow he likes, then maybe it would have
been to remind you to keep those pretty lips of yours shut. To make sure that we
understand each other. Now, come on up to the house. You're late for dinner—but
you're so spoiled, you girls, nobody will mind. If your pup did die, they’d probably
just get you anew one.”



No! | will look after Bailey, and | will keep him safe. And after that | willneverhave
another dog. | will never give anyone the chance to hurt me like this again.

| follow Uncle Carlos into the house and run straight upstairs, shouting to my papa
that | need to wash up and I’ll be down soon.

When | walk into my bedroom, | freeze. Every one of my stuffies, some of which
I’ve had since | was a baby, are destroyed. Ripped and torn, scattered around my
room like Bailey used to do with the trash when he was a baby. Tears fill my eyes,
and | get really cold when | look at my bed. One of my biggest toys was a stuffed dog
that looked just like Bailey—a soft yellow Lab that | hugged every night before | got
the real thing. His belly has been sliced open, and all of his stuffing is pulled out. |
swallow my sobs because | know who did this. And | know what he is trying to tell
me.

If | don’t do as|’mtold, thiswill happen to the real Bailey.

| clean up the mess, tears running down my cheeks. My mom lied. I’'m not safe here.
Nobody is safe here.

Chapter

One

LAUREN

TWENTY-THREE YEARS LATER

I’ve lived in London for amost a month now, and it's one hell of a city. Nowhere

near as big or as sprawling as my native Los Angeles, of course, and the weather
really can suck—nbut | still love it here.



| love the noise and the bustle, the history, the beautiful architecture, the way the
gorgeous bridges span the River Thames as it makes its moody way through the
landscape. | love the pubs and the black cabs and the accents. It's like being in a
movie, which | guess is how other people feel when they walk down Rodeo Drive
back home.

Sometimes | still can’'t believe | agreed to uproot my whole existence and fly
thousands of miles to start al over again. | know my parents can’t—they’ve made
their feelings on the matter quite clear. They wanted me to stay close to home, like
my sister Liza. They can't understand my wanderlust or why | left Los Angeles as a
teenager and never went back for longer than afew weeks. After all these years, | still
haven’t said aword.

| look on as my old pal Samantha Donovan bustles around, passing out drinks and
chatting with guests at herhousewarming party. It's a gorgeous house to be warmed,
in the lovely countryside outside L.ondon but close enough to easily commute.

She spots me standing alone and lifts an eyebrow.Y ou okay?she mouths. | appreciate
the check-in, but I'm fine, and | nod to reassure her. Samantha is the reason I’'m in
London in the first place, and it's been great to reconnect. We met when | was
studying law in the UK, and | jumped at the chance when she contacted me to see if
I’d be interested in joining her successful family law firm as a managing partner.

Nick Cook, the other partner in the firm, was also one of our university pals. He's
walking toward me, and | head into the kitchen before it looks like I’ ve noticed him.
He's a little drunk and super chatty, and | don’t much fedl like discussing work or
West Ham United right now, which are his two favorite topics of conversation.

He follows me and grabs himself a beer from the big fridge. “ Enjoying yourself?’ he
asks, leaning against the counter. “Or missing the Florida weather?” He grimaces as
he nods outside.



It's not a glorious day, but it isn't cold and it's not raining, which by English
standards is a definite win. “Nope,” | say, smiling. “All that relentless sunshine gets
you down after awhile.”

| lived in Florida for years, but | wasn’'t sad to leave. Things got complicated—a
polite way of saying completely fucked up. There was a case that went bad, people
who were even worse, and my life took me down some dark and twisted roads.
Things happened that even now | don't like to think about, things that changed me
forever.
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| wasn’t running away—I’ve vowed to myself that | will never let anyone make me
run again—»but | was more than ready for a fresh start. The States held too many
ghosts, too many badmemories. Sam’s email landed at the perfect time, and | thought
about it for all of thirty seconds before | said yes.

“Really?’ Nick says, frowning. “I can’t imagine that. | took the kids to Florida once,
to the theme parks, and we couldn’t get enough of it.”

“Well, Nick, I'm sure that’ s true—but real lifeisn’t Disney World, evenin Florida.”
He shrugs, acknowledging the comment. “ So you haven't regretted joining us?’
“Not for amoment,” | say firmly.

Moving here was an adventure, and | try real hard to embrace adventure. I’ ve spent
way too many of my years on this planet doing what I’m told, being scared, living in
fear of what might happen to me. Trying to play it safe.

These days, I’'m a different person—or at least | try to be. These days, | try to take as
many bites out of life as | can. I'm greedy for it, for all the new experiences, al the
fun, all the passion. | want to live brave, loud, and proud, and | have a better chance
of doing that here, where | can recreate myself and put my past behind me.

Since | relocated and added my name to the door at Donovan Cook, I’ ve been having
a blast. The work is tough but important, my colleagues are fantastic, and | have a
great little apartment that overlooks the river. Pretty much everything in my new
world is going well... with one small exception. It's not the kind of exception | want



to mention to Nick though—he might take it the wrong way.

Because the only thing bothering me about my new life isthat | haven't had a single
orgasm that wasn’t self-administered since | arrived here.

Actually, now that | come to think about it, that is a pretty big exception. | like sex. |
like men. | redly like orgasms. It wasn't aways that way for me, but now it's an
important part of my life.

I’m not looking for love. No way. I'm not sure | even believein love. | kind of see it
on the same level as the Easter Bunny or Santa—a nice story we tell children and
pretend to believe to make life sweeter. | certainly don’t want anything long-term.
I’m not looking to settle down. In many ways, |’ ve only recently started living life on
my own terms. |’ ve tried going the big relationship route, and my fingers were well
and truly burned. Like most things that are supposed to be secure, my marriage turned
out to be less of a safe haven and more of a cardboard shack built on sand, right on
top of afault line,

Now, | like my relationships to come without a single string. And with lots of
pleasure.

Nick gulps down beer, and his eyes go to my chest. He's not being lecherous, and |
don't take it personally. “A few of us are going clubbing later, if you fancy it,” he
says, blushing dlightly. He's sweet, which is one of the many reasons I’'m not
interested in him.

“Thanks, Nick, but I'll probably call it a night soon. Have a great time though.”
He nods, apparently not at all offended, and | leave him in the kitchen and head back

outside. | sip my wine and smile at the sight of Samantha and her husband, Gabriel.
They’re married, but they can’'t keep their hands off each other. They’re like horny



teenagers who manage to also have the full loved-up dream domestic scenario. Living
proof that maybe there is akernel of truth to the love myth after all. At least for some
people.

Samantha glides around the garden with her usual grace, despite the fact that she had
baby Max only five months ago. Gabriel always has at |east one eye on her wherever
she goes, a possessive fire in his deep green eyes that makes me shiver a little. God
help anyone who gets between those two.

| want that, | think as he pulls her in for a slow kiss. They kiss like nobody’s
watching, and it’s hot as hell, especialy when shegives his admittedly very fine ass a
squeeze. Y eah, that’s what | want. Not the baby or the wedding ring or the big house
in the country, but the passion. The need. The look on her face that says she's a
woman who is getting well and truly fucked on a regular basis. There's no orgasm
drought in this house, that’s for sure.

Since I’ve been in London, I’ ve tried the apps and been on a few dates, but nobody
has floated my boat. They’ ve been too eager or too into their ex or too freaky. Or not
freaky enough. It’ s possible that my standards are too high—or maybe | just need that
spark. | need to fedl that flame of desire when someone looks into my eyes, and |
need to fedl it right away. Lifeistoo short to settle for anything less. | want to be able
to look at a man and immediately be able to picture myself having a screaming
orgasm with his name on it. Isthat really so much to ask?

| sigh and go for a stroll around the pretty gardens. Maybe I'm doomed to be aone...
and for my closest personal relationship to be with Roger Rabbit, my most trusted
and loyal vibrator.

| head over to the chairs that are set around a decked area of the yard, intending to
have a quiet moment to myself. Maybe | could use my phone to look online, seeif |
can find apal for Roger and expand my collection.



That plan is shot to hell when | notice someone is aready there. Someone big, with
his extremely broad back to me. | take a few steps closer, then pause to admire the
view. | grin at the wide shoulders, the brawny arms, the long, jean-clad legs sprawled
out in front of him.

This, | know from her description, is Samantha's dad, Sebastian. “You can’t miss
him,” she said. “He looks like a caveman but smells like Chanel.”

Boy, was she right. About both. | go to stand in front of him, and there is a whoosh of
liquid warmth in the pit of my bellywhen our eyes meet. Liquid warmth that spreads
lower when he smiles. His dark hair is peppered with silver, | could easily drown in
his warm coffee-colored eyes, and that cocky grin sets off little fireworks in my
panties. The ridge of a scar on his neck, just visible above his T-shirt, gives him a
grittier, more dangerous edge despite the domestic setting.

He has baby Max with him in a Moses basket, and that child is adorable—but
nowhere near asinteresting as his granddad.

| fight off laughter at the fact that I’ m lusting over a grandfather. Sebastian Donovan
is no ordinary grandparent. Sebastian Donovan is a stone-cold silver fox who is
looking me up and down with blatant appreciation. This is the kind of man who
would give as good as he got, which is always aturn-on. I’d like to climb onto his lap
and ride him right now.

I’ ve been searching for a flame of desire. Now, in the most unlikely of places, | seem
to have found an inferno. Can | imagine that screaming orgasm with his name on it?

Hell yes.

Chapter



Two

SEBASTIAN
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The evening is winding down, and Sam has disappeared to settle Max for the night. |
feel the usual rush of happiness when | watch her carry my grandson up the stairs, so
proud of who she is and what she’'s overcome in life. Having me as a dad probably
wasn't the best of starts, but she doesn’t seem to hold it against me.

It's good seeing her like this. Seeing her settled and happy and loved up. | wouldn’t
have predicted she’d marry my best mate and business partner, but life would be
boring if we knew everything in advance, and | don’t do well with boring. | prefer a
few surprises along the way, a bit of spice to keep my interest levels up.

And right now, | can't stop thinking about the spiciest woman I've met for
years—Samantha's new colleague, Lauren Hayes. The minute | laid eyes on her, |
wanted her. And the minute she spoke, | wanted her even more. She blew me away
with her confidence, her humor, the way she flirted with me without any shame
whatsoever. Being a leggy brunette with killer curves and soulful brown eyes didn’t
hurt either.

She's a lot younger than me. Only a year older than Sam, in fact, which makes her
fifteen years my junior. The age gap andthe fact that she works with my daughter
should put me off—I’'m way too old and ugly for this level of trouble, and | have
absolutely no doubt that Lauren Hayesis trouble with acapital T.

| have a funny relationship with trouble, though. | seem unable to stay away from it.
| look on as the law firm crowd say their goodbyes. Nick, along with the girls who

work in the office, are sharing an Uber back to the city. | half expect Lauren to jump
in too, to join in with their plans to go clubbing, but she stays behind. | notice because



| can’'t keep my fucking eyes off her in that barely there dress she’'s almost wearing.
Jesus. She should come with a government health warning.

She looks up from saying her goodbyes and catches me staring from the other side of
the room. She tilts her head to one side so her dark curls cascade over her bare
shoulder and pops an eyebrow in my direction.

That one little look is enough to make my cock twitch inside my jeans. Fucking hell.
She redlly is trouble. I've always liked women a bit too much, but it’'s been a long
time since | met one | responded to like this. | thought | might be slowing down now
that I’m agranddad, but it seems like nobody bothered telling my dick that.

| walk toward her, calling at the huge drinks fridge on the way. | grab a bottle of Bud,
although | have no plans to drink it, and raise it up, asking if she wants one. She
shakes her head, shimmying those amazing curls, then walks through the open patio
doors and out into the dark garden. She glances back at me as she goes, and the look
on her face is pure provocation. Complete catch-me-if-you-can, which is guaranteed
to make my cock react. Sometimes | love the chase more than | love the capture, and
the wilder and rougher, the better.

Don't do it, Seb. Don't follow that goddess outside.Don’t trail after that stick of
dynamite in human form and not expect something to blow up in your face.

| grip my beer and follow her.

She’s leaning on the wall at the back of the house, her face and stunning figure lit up
by the golden light spilling from the kitchen. Her legs go on forever, ending in red
high-heeled shoes that scream “Fuck me!” Then again, | suspect this woman could
wear a pair of neon-green Crocs and they’'d still scream “Fuck me!” She's one
hundred percent siren, and | don’t seem able to resist.



| walk toward her and only stop when our bodies are an inch apart. She does that
head-tilt thing again, and her mouth lifts at one corner as she smiles at me. “Y ou took
your time. Are you staying here tonight, Sebastian?’

“l wasn't planning on it, no. I’ ve only had one beer, so | can drive home soon.”

“Time for bed?’

“Maybe. Doesn’'t mean it’s time for sleep though, does it? And what are your plans
for this glorious evening?’

“Nothing. At least not yet anyway. | drove here too. It's nice out here in the
countryside. Fresh air. Stars. Lots of quiet places where two people could get to know
each other better.”

She isn’t touching me, but | feel like she is. Every word from her kissable mouth is
like a caress, and her gaze is crawling al over me. | don’t think I’ve ever been so
thoroughly eye-fucked in my entire life. That twitch in my cock is now a full-blown
hard-on, and | can tell the second she spotsit. She licks her lips, and her pupils dilate
as she looks back up at me.

“Isthat what gets you going, Lauren? Fucking strangersin afield?’ It's crude and not
the way I'd normally talk to a lady—but something about this woman brings out the
animal in me. She might be the same age as my daughter, but the way | feel abouther
is a million miles from paternal, and there’s no doubt she feels the same. The air is
practically crackling with the electricity that sparks between us. If this was a back
aley in the city, I'd have her bare-assed, her face against the wall, with my cock
inside her by now. But while | might be an animal, | do have some standards, and
screwing awoman against the exterior wall of my daughter’s new houseis out.

“That al depends on the fuck, Seb, as well as the stranger, don’t you think?’ she



says, amusement in her voice.

If I thought I’ d shock her, | waswrong. | rub my hand down my beard and pretend to
think about it. “Y ou make afair point, Lauren. Are you always this direct?’

“1 try to be. | don’t see the point in playing games, and if | see something | want, | go
forit.”

“Isthat an American thing or ayou thing?’

“Can't it be both?’ She puts a hand on the swooping curve of her hip and juts her
magnificent assto the side.

Fuck’s sake. All | can think about is bending her over, dragging that tiny skirt up to
her waist, and seeing how wet sheis.

“1 know that look. Y ou want me too, so why be coy? Surely you're too old for games
aswell.”

“I"'m old enough to know better, sweetheart. Old enough to know that this is a
mistake.”

A brief flicker of disappointment crosses her face, and | enjoy seeing a little of her
certainty slide away. | like a confident woman who knows what she wants, but | also
like to be in charge—in every way possible. She might be making the first move, but
it will be me who makes the rest of them.

“I'm aso old enough to know that there's not a chance in hell I'm letting you go
home unfucked tonight.” | gesture to the door. “ Shall we?’

Chapter
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Three
LAUREN

We go to say goodbye to Gabriel and Samantha before we leave, and | have to work
hard to look cool, cam, and collected as we talk to our hosts. | don’t feel cool or
calm. | fedl like someone has doused my insides with gasoline and tossed a lit match
on top. | can barely tear my eyes away from hisrear view as | follow him through the
house, and the front view is even better.

The man is as hard for me as | am wet for him, and an uncharacteristic flush creeps
up my neck as | remember how forward | was. Like my usual honest self, but on a
megadose of steroids.

| meant what | said though—I don’t like to play games. What's the point of going
through an elaborate mating ritual when both of us know what we want? It seems like
abig, fat waste of time. | can’t wait to feel those massive paws of his on my flesh, to
taste his tongue on mine, to run my hands along those muscular forearms. And that
little touch of dominance at the end of our chat? Hot enough to melt the polar ice
caps. I'm not usually into being bossed around. Usually, I'm very much theone in
charge, but this guy is different. This guy makes me want to try anything.

“You off, Dad?’ Samantha says as he pulls her in for a bear hug. “I thought you
might stay over.”

“Nah, love, got a busy day tomorrow. Besides, | told Lauren here she could follow
me back to the city.”



Gabriel tries to hide his smirk, and Sam arches an eyebrow at me. “Really? She
seemed to find her way here just fine.”

“I’m a little nervous about driving on the wrong side of the road in the dark,” | say.
“Plus, my phone still seems to think I'm in the States when it comes to maps.” | bite
my lip to stop myself from laughing.

All four of us are aware of what’'s happening here, but none of us are going to talk
about it. Sam knows what kind of man her father is—a player—and she knows the
kind of woman | am. Still, she looks alittle surprised. | guessit’s hard for any girl to
see her dad as a hottie, no matter how good-looking heis.

“Okay,” she says, throwing her hands up in the air, “I suppose you're both grown-
ups, athough it doesn’'t always fedl like it in my father’'s case. Drive carefully, both
of you—one wrong turn and you could end up losing control. Those roads can be
treacherous, you know.”

“Full of dangerous curves,” adds Gabriel, earning himself a dap on the arm from
Sam.

| laugh and give my friend a hug. “Thanks for awonderful party. | had a great time. |
hope Max lets you sleep through the night.”

Gabriel dides an arm around Sam’s shoulders, and she gazes up at him with
undisguised desire. Yeah. | don’'t think these two will be getting much sleep, even if
Max doesn’t wake them up.

| walk outside with Sebastian, and we make our way to the big driveway inside the
ten-foot-tall electronic gates. Security isabig deal for this family, and from the stories
I’ve heard, | totally get why.



Seb stops in front of a black Audi SUV, stares at my bright red Porsche
Cayman—known to her friends as Scarlett O’ Hara—and whistles. “That's a hell of a
car you’'ve got there. Why aren’'t | the slightest bit surprised?’

“Areyou saying I’m predictable, Sebastian?’ | place my hand on my chest and fake a
hurt-feelings | ook.

“1 have a feeling you might be the least predictable woman I’ ve ever met. My head’s
been spinning since | met you, and you know it.”

God, even his voice is sexy—pure London gravel. | stand up on my tippy-toes and
drop a quick kiss on his cheek, loving the feel of his neatly trimmed beard bristling
against my lips. “I do know it, yeah. Now, are we |leaving or not?”

His brown eyes flash at the demanding tone of my voice, and | can tell heisn't used
to being spoken to like this. He is undoubtedly accustomed to being the alpha around
women who fall at his feet. | might want to sleep with him, but | definitely won’t be
found anywhere near the vicinity of his feet anytime soon. Still, | find the darkening
of his expression strangely exciting. It's full of promise and equally full of threat.
Both of them make my pussy throb.

He nods once, abruptly, and climbs into his car. He's there for a few minutes, and |
see the light of his phone screen shining in the front seat. Maybe he's rearranging a
hot date. | sure hope he's clearing his schedule, because | want him to myself for the
next few hours.

The gates open up for us, and | follow him down quiet country lanes lined with mini
mansions behind their fences and trees. | wasn't entirely lying when | said | was
nervous about driving on the wrong side of the road in the dark, and | have to suck in
deep breaths as his car screeches off ahead of me.Luckily, we seem to be the only
vehicles on the road, and | stick close to the glow of his rear lights as we wind



through the starlit scenery.

After about twenty minutes, his blinker flashes on, and he turns off to the right. He
heads down a single-lane road that eventually opens up into the courtyard of a
picture-perfect thatched cottage. | stop the car but leave my lights on, taking in the
cute yellow-stone building and the pretty rose garden outside it. Huh. This doesn’t
look like afield. It looks like the kind of place Kate Winslet might live in arom-com.

| climb out of the Porsche and find him leaning against the door of his own car. “I
prefer not to fuck in fields.” He grins and gestures at the beautiful cottage before us.
“This is ours for the night. But if you really insist on doing it outside, we have our
very own field out back.”

“How did you manage this? Do you have fuck pads scattered across the countryside
just in case some crazy American chick comes on to you?’

His laugh is deep and sexy, and it does something to my insides that isn't at all
unpleasant. “I don’t discriminate. They don't need to be American. And no, | don’t
have ‘fuck pads.’ It's an Airbnb. | booked it while | wasin the car. If you don’t fancy
it, no hard feelings.”

The cottage is perfect, with ivy-clad walls and a bright red front door. It must have
cost a fortune, and I’ m flattered he went to the effort. Something inside me, though,
won't let it go that easily. This man challenges me, and | don't like to back off from a
challenge. Sometimes clinging on to that has been the only thing that’s kept me sane.
“It'snice, Seb. | suppose fucking afresco is ayoung man’'s game, after all.”

His brown eyes crinkle deliciously around the sides, which | love. It’s further proof
that he laughs long and laughs easy, andlet’s face it, laughter is often the only
appropriate responseto life.



“You trying to get arise out of me, Lauren? Or do you just want to stand out here and
chat al night? I’m beginning to think you're all talk. I’ll be inside if you want me. If
not, I’'m sure I’'ll see you around.”

He strides past me toward the cottage and, after pressing buttons on a lockbox, lets
himself in. | stare after him, momentarily taken aback.Ifl want him? | don’t think I’ve
ever wanted a man more. My poor vagina would never forgive me if | drove away
now, and | suspect he knows it. Damn. He' s out silver-foxed me. | let out a laugh and
follow him inside.
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| find him in the kitchen, which is all country chic, low-level lighting, and homely
charm. He looks totally out of place there, his dark head skimming the beamed
ceiling and his hulking physique filling the room. It’s like finding a grizzly bear in a
doll’ s house.

The cocky bastard assumed I'd be joining him all along and has aready poured two
glasses of wine. Sure enough, here | am. Alone with a man | barely know, who is
looking at me like I’'m his prey. His eyes rake over every inch of my body, and my
heart rate speeds up like | just sprinted amile.

He passes me the wine, and | take a quick gulp, suddenly needing it. | wanted this,
but | feel out of my depth. Seb isn’t the kind of guy who's going to let me take the
lead, and I’m not sure how | feel about that.

He stares at me intensely, and his silence undoes me. The flirting, the banter, the back
and forth | could handle—but him studying me like this, so dark and brooding? It's
unnerving, and | can't tell if the fluttering in my stomach is from nerves or
anticipation.

“Come here,” he says ssimply, the words a low growl. | put the glass down and step
toward him, unable to ignore the commandin his voice. | stand before him, and he
reaches out and puts one huge hand on the side of my neck. He keeps the pressure
soft, barely there, the pad of his thumb running across the sensitive flesh between my
ear and my jaw. “Y ou nervous, Lauren?’

“No,” | lie, leaning into his touch.



“Yes you are. Your pulse is sky high. Your lips are trembling. Your cheeks are
flushed. You're nervous, and you're turned on. | bet if | slid my hand inside your
panties right now, you' d be soaking wet, wouldn’'t you?”’

My thighs clench together in response to his question, and a wet heat explodes in my
core. God, he's right. The way he's talking to me, the way he's looking at me, that
one huge hand stroking my skin... It’s all making my panties damp.

“Maybe | am,” | reply, desperate to keep my head. Desperate not to lose myself
completely in this man’s powerful aura. “But the only way to know for sureisif you
check for yourself.”

His nostrils flare, and he moves like lightning, tugging me toward him so fast and so
hard that | slam into his chest. He twists hisfist into my hair and yanks my head back,
turning my mouth up toward him. His other arm goes around my waist, holding me
against him like a metal bar. The rock-hard bulge in his jeans rubs against me, and |
murmur at the contact.

“You'll be wet for me, Lauren. And you'll come for me. Over and over again. I'm
going to make you scream for me, sweetheart. I’m going to fuck you until you think
you' re broken, and then I’ m going to fuck you some more. Y ou understand me?’

| try to nod, but his grip on my hair makes it impossible. “Use your words, Lauren.”
“Yes, Seb. | understand.”

“And isthat what you want? Thisis your last chance to change your mind.”

Between his cock pressing into me, his muscular arm restraining me, and his fist in

my curls, I'm not sure I’ve got amind left to change. I’ve had my share of sexual
partners and I’ ve experimented plenty, but nobody has ever had this effect on me. I'm



overwhelmed by the way he’s making my body feel, by my arousal already seeping
into my panties, by the breathless, booming pound of my heart. Never in a million
years would | have expected to enjoy being under a man’s control like this, not after
the things that happened in Florida. But here | am—desperate, needy, more than
ready. “Yes. | want it.”

He hums appreciatively. “That’s my good girl. Before | do any of that, | think | need
to do like you said and check how wet you are for me. I’'m going to lay you down on
thistable, and | don’t want you to move, okay?’

| nod, and he rewards me with a satisfied smile as he rubs his thumb softly across my
lips, staring hungrily at my mouth. I’ve never known a man to be able to raise my
temperature with only athumb before, but this seemsto be a night full of firsts.

Without any more warning, he pushes me face down on the pine tabletop and holds
me there with one big hand between my shoulder blades. | turn my head to the side,
my cheek flat to the cool, smooth wood. His body curves over mine, completely
engulfing me. He brushes my hair to one side, and | feel his hot breath against my
skin before he trails kisses along the back of my neck. Every touch of hislipsislike
fire, and the way he has me imprisoned makes me squirm and wriggle against him.

He laughs and lifts the perfect pressure of his body away. “Don’t worry, sweetheart.
I’ll make sure you get what you need—but you'll get it when | decide and not a
second before. Now, let’s get a closer look at you.”

Taking his time, he sweeps his hands al along my trembling body, exploring my
curves, tantalizingly stroking the sides of my breasts as he works his way down.
Desperate to feel those hands on me, | try to turn around to give him access, but he
immediately pushes me down again, growling his disapproval.

“l said don’'t move. | see what you're trying to do, sweetheart, and | promise you'll



get everything you' re looking for—so long as you behave yourself. Can you do that,
do you think? Behave yourself? Or do you want me to carry you out to your car and
send you on your way back to the city?’

My palms are flat on the table, and | slap them against the surface once in frustration.
| want to tell him to go screw himself, but | can’t. My body is alight with need, and as
he trails his fingers gently around my neck and to my throat, all | can do is nod.

“Good girl. Now, where was |...” He goes back to his delicious stroking, examining
me like I'm a gift he’s about to unwrap. “Your waist is fucking tiny,” he says,
enclosing it with his giant hands. “ And thisjuicy ass is phenomenal.”

He rubs his hands across my ass cheeks, squeezing them and kneading them through
the thin fabric of my dress, and while he does it, he slips his thick thigh between my
legs. I’'m desperate to make contact with something, anything, to ease the pressure
that’ s building in my core, and | rub myself shamelessly against him. “Seb!” | gasp.

“I"'m here, babe. You can ride my leg like the horny slut you are, but don’t move off
that table, you hear me?’

11 Y%.”

He grunts, and in one movement, he pushes my dress all the way up to my waist. My
legs are shaking as he lets out an appreciative noise and gives my cheeks a dap. It's
not hard enough to really hurt, but it makes my flesh vibrate and my breathing hitch.
I’ ve tried spanking before, and it did nothing for me. In fact, | laughed the whole time
and ended up back on top, as usual. I'm guessing now that it was with the wrong
person, because this feels sensational.

“You like that, Lauren? Because you're fucking my leg like a bitch in heat right

now.



He' s right, and the rough touch of his jeans and the solid bulk of his muscle rubbing
against my clit is bringing me closer and closer to the edge. Just as | feel the heat
inside me building to a boiling point, he pulls away. | moan his name and almost cry
as the wave of pleasure subsides.

He slaps me once more, then tugs my red lace panties off, exposing me completely.
“These shoes, Lauren, are a fucking disgrace. How can you expect to ever keep your
panties on when you’ re wearing these dlutty heels? Step up now, one foot at atime.”
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| do asI’'m told, and he removes my underwear. With the fabric held under his nose,
he growls, “Jesus. You smell fucking incredible. I'm keeping these, by the way.
Something to remember you by. Now, let’s see exactly how ready you are.”

He kicks my ankles apart, and | know | should feel humiliated, embarrassed. I'm
spread out on the table, bare assin the air, pussy dripping wet, too scared to move in
case he stops doing whatever the hell it is he's planning on doing. I'm being held
captive by needs | never knew | had and by the way this man so skillfully exploits
them.

He runs his palms up my inner thighs, teasing me as he gets closer to the throbbing
space between my legs. Every time | think he's going to touch me where | want him
most, he pulls away. I'm practically in tears from the frustration of it, from knowing
how close | am to the most incredible orgasm while being completely under his
power.

“Even your thighs are wet, Lauren. Y ou've made quite a mess. Y ou’ re desperate for
it, aren’'t you, dirty girl?’

With no warning at al, he pushes two thick fingers inside me, making me yelp and
shoving me farther up the table. He lays one hand on the small of my back and holds
me still while he finger-fucks me, driving in and out with no mercy. It hurts, but in a
filthy way that makes my pussy walls clench around him and mylegs shake. “Fuck,
you' re soaking wet, sweetheart, and | can feel you squeezing me with that tight little
cunt of yours. Y ou want more? Y ou want me to fill you up some more?’

“Yes, Seb—rplease.”



He adds another finger, and my pussy stretches around him, slick and greedy.
Clawing at the table, | squeal at the delicious sensations flooding my body.

He continues to pound into me, but he starts to stroke my clit with the pad of his
thumb as he dlides in and out. Each touch sends me further into a frenzy, but it’s not
quite enough. He brushes against the swollen nub, but never for long enough to push
me over the edge. It’s absolute torture, and | don’t know how much longer | can stand
it.

“Beg for it, babe. Tell me what you want. Tell me what you need. You only have to
ask for it.”

Even in my fevered state, | hate the thought of begging for anything. | clamp my lips
together and wonder if | can hold out. Or if | can sneakily rub myself against him and
get the release | need.

He seems to read my mind because he suddenly goes still. His massive fingers stay
inside me, sweeping and probing at my pussy, hitting all kinds of sensitive spots that
| didn’t know existed, but he’s no longer finger-fucking me in that deliciously raw
way. His thumb is no longer sending shockwaves through my eager clit, and my
orgasm is slipping away. “Please, Seb. Please don’t stop. Please don’t leave me like
this.”

“Are you begging me to make you come, Lauren? | need to hear your words,
sweetheart.”

“Yes, I’'m begging you—please make me come.”
“You only had to ask.” He moves those fingers in and out of me again, once, twice,

three times, harder than ever, making my whole body shake with the impact. Then he
slows down, his movements becoming more controlled, more deliberate, histhumb



going to my clit. The things this man can do with one thumb are unbelievable.

He rubs and teases and takes me up and takes me down, over and over again. Every
time | think I’'m going to explode, he pulls me back. | lose all track of time, all sense
of who | am or where we are. The only thing that exists in the entire world is this
man, my clit, and the mind-melting orgasm that | know is a mere touch away.

| don’t know how long it goes on for, this sweet torture, and | have no idea how he
manages it. Sebastian is the first man to control my body like this, taking me so close
but knowing exactly when to stop. It's like he's inside my mind, inside my body,
experiencing everything | am and timing his every move to perfection. | barely feel
human anymore; my bones have turned to liquid, and I’m dizzy with pure pleasure as
he strokes and coaxes and commands me. How can my entire essence be controlled
by one teeny-tiny nub of swollen flesh? That’s a goddamn design flaw right there.

“You're so fucking gorgeous, Lauren. | love watching this beautiful arse of yours
bounce around while | do this, and you're so bloody wet my hand is dripping with
your cum. Time for your reward, baby.” He leans over me, his breath warm against
the back of my neck. “Look at me. | want to see your face when | make you come.”

| turn my head to the other side and have a moment where | wonder what the hell |
must look like. There's no chance my makeup has survived this onslaught, and my
eyes are practically rolling back in my head by this stage.

“Beautiful,” he says, now concentrating all his efforts on my hypersensitive bud. He
circlesit gently, letting the pressure and pleasure build and build until I’m shuddering
inside and out. The wave heads straight toward me, rising up, spreading like molten
lava from my pussy to every other cell in my body. Hesenses my reaction and works
me harder and faster. When the wave finally hits, | drown in it. | have never known
anything like thisin my entire life, and | fear I'll never be the same again. It goes on
and on, rolling over mein arelentless tsunami of sensation.



| cry his name as the pulse of pure ecstasy rips through my body, and warm liquid
gushes from my pussy and spills down my thighs. When my climax finally fades, I'm
left damp and limp and confused, a trembling mess on the kitchen table.

He watched me throughout, and his dark eyes are shining with satisfaction as he pulls
his fingers out of me with an embarrassingly wet sucking sound. | gaze up at him as
he licks his fingers one by one. My ass is still hanging out, but I'm incapable of
moving. | may never move again. | will ssmply stay here, half naked on this kitchen
table, ready to greet the next Airbnb guests with an unexpected house feature.

Eventually, once he's finished licking my cum off his fingers, he grins a me. It's a
grin that can only be described as cheeky, and it's a world away from the serious,
masterful man he was only minutes ago. In fact, he looks like a naughty schoolboy.

| smile back, finally feeling some return of normality after having my brain melted by
hiswicked fingers. “Y ou look like the cat that got the cream.”

“That’s exactly what | am, sweetheart. And your cream tasted delicious. Y ou okay?’

“No. I’'m not sure | will ever recover. Where did you learn to do that? Did you take a
course? Study pussy in college?’

He laughs. “Nah. All-natural talent. That and a bit of practice. Can’t say |’ ve ever met
a pussy | liked as much as yours, though. The way you came for me just then? Un-
fucking-believable.”

As he speaks, he smooths my dress back down over my ass and helps me to my feet.
I’'m still wearing my heels, and mywhole body is shaking in the aftermath of what
this man did to me. As soon as I’'m upright, | get a head rush and stagger to the side
like I'm drunk. | have been orgasmed to death, and now | will pay the price. | try to
grab the edge of the table, but even my hands are floppy.



Seb catches me and swoops me up into his arms. He holds me there effortlessly, my
head against his muscular chest, his bulging, tattooed biceps swelling out of his T-
shirt. He's not just big, this man, he's strong. For a moment, | let myself relax into it,
feeling safe and secure in his embrace.

He drops a surprisingly gentle kiss on my forehead and carries me out of the room.
“It'sokay,” | protest. “Y ou can put me down now.”

“I'll put you down when I'm good and ready. Don’t worry, I’m not going to drop
you. You're safe with me.”
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Chapter
Four
LAUREN

Ha, I've heard that one before. Safety is a myth, along with love, but it’s nice to play
along for awhile. Let myself dream.

| give in and allow myself to snuggle up to him, my hands around his neck. “I could
get used to this,” | say as he carries me up the stairs. “I may never bother walking
again. Will you be my slave, Sebastian?’

“Anytime, sweetheart. | will carry you around and worship your cunt whenever you

My eyes widen at his language, but there’s a ripple of pleasure down below in
response. What is this man doing to me?

He steps into a bedroom and throws me onto the bed without any attempt to make it
gentle. | bounce twice, and he bursts out laughing. “ There you go, madam. Comfy?’

“Perfectly, thank you. Thisisnice.”
He gazes around the room, taking in the chintzy curtains and floral wallpaper. A big

vase of fresh pink roses is on the dresser, and the whole place smells of their sweet
floral fragrance.



“| suppose so. But | prefer the view from here.” He stares at me hungrily, and | shiver
at the intensity in his eyes. I’'m excited,but also a little scared. This man completely
unraveled me with one hand on a kitchen table while he was still fully clothed. What
the hell is he capable of in abed?

“Me too,” | reply, hoping he doesn’'t hear me gulp. I'm not lying. He redly is
gorgeous. | want to see his body, to touch his skin, to feel him move inside me. | want
everything, and | want it now. I’'m greedy for him in away |’ ve never been greedy for
aman before, and | can’'t tear my eyes away.

“Like what you see, Hot Sauce?’

“Hot sauce? Are you seriously comparing me to something you'’ d put on ataco?’
“Well, not going to lie, | do lovetacos. That'swhy I’ m about to eat yours.”

“Ha. Funny. But my pussy istired. Gloria needs alittle break.”

He laughs. “Your pussy is caled Gloria?’

“She certainly is. What' s your dick called?’

“I’ve never given him aname. But if | did, I’d have to add ‘the Magnificent’ after it.
Y ou know, like an emperor or some such shit?’

“Really?’ | say, laughing. “He’s an egomaniac, is he?’

“Nah. Just knows his worth. Do you have names for any other parts of your body,
Lauren?’

“l do,” | say, stretching out on the bed, luxuriating in the feel of the soft fabric of the



sheets. “Maybe I'll introduce you to them if you' re lucky.”

“l think we both know that luck has nothing to do with it—and that me and your
whole body will be the very best of friends by the end of the night.”

| wonder what Thelma and Louise will have to say about that, but even as | do, | can
feel my nipples hardening under my dress. I’'m guessing they’ll be very pleased to
make his acquaintance.

The flirtatious conversation has helped me get my balance back, and | wonder if that
was his intention all along. He must have known how intense that whole thing was
for me, even if he doesn’t know how much of a surpriseit was.

Giving up control does not come naturally to me, but | can’t argue with the results. |
might hate myself for it later, but being Sebastian’s good little girl and begging him
to make me come was the most fulfilling sexual encounter of my life. So far, at least.
Something tells me it might be topped before the night is out.

“Before we go any further, sweetheart, we should discuss logistics. Do | need
condoms?”’

“I’'m clean, and you don’'t need to worry about me getting pregnant. But thanks for
asking. You?’

“Clean, and even less likely to get pregnant.”
Funny too. Could he be any more perfect right now? “Now that we've cleared that

up, is there any chance you might take your clothes off? Or do | have to beg for that
too?’
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“Not thistime, sweetheart. I'll give you afreebie.”

He pulls his top off over his head, and | grin at the sight of his bare chest. He's
absolutely massive and as impressively built as | hoped. His broad shoulders are slabs
of muscle, and his chest and abs |ook rock hard. “ Somebody works out.”

“Somebody does. Gottalook after yourself, right? Especially at my age.”

| giggle at that, because he's in better shape than most much younger men. His body
is not the pretty, perfectly chiseled form of a Hollywood star, but the solid, brawny,
and irresistibly masculine physique of a man who knows how to use his body in the
real world.

He runs his company, Archangel, with Gabriel, and although they’ve now branched
out into boutique hotels and clubs, it started as a small two-man security setup. My
familybackground means | know “security” is often a forgiving term for many
different ways of doing business, not all of them legit. No, | have zero illusions about
what kind of man Sebastian Donovan is or how he’'s made his way in the world. That
sexy body of hisisn’t just for show.

He's now standing at the bottom of the bed in a pair of black boxer briefs, his cock
and balls struggling against the fabric as his eyes devour me. “To answer your
guestion, yes. | like what | see very much.”

I’m desperate to pull that fabric away and feel the solid heft of him in my hand, to run
my tongue along his shaft and drive him as crazy as he drove me—but | also want to
tease, to play for a while. Maybe it’s because | need to take back a bit of control.



Perhaps just because it’s fun.

| dlide to the edge of the bed, looking up at his face. His nostrils flare, and his pupils
are blown out with desire. There's a tremor in his thick thighs, and it's clear he's
having to exert alot of self-control to keep himself from pouncing.

| very slowly pull my dress up my thighs to my waist, spreading my legs wide and
putting on a show. He stole my panties earlier, so my bare pussy is on full display,
making him suck in a deep breath. | let my hand wander down there, briefly brushing
my folds, and run one finger along my wetness. It's all for him—I'm way too
sensitive for anything more than a gentle touch—but | can tell from the sudden twitch
in his boxers that it's having the desired effect. | love watching men jerk themselves
off, and most men love watching women play with themselves too.

| push my finger inside myself, letting him get a good view of it al, thrilled by the
effect it's having on him. Then | carry on pulling my dress up, taking my time,
enjoying every moment of his attention as he stares at each little scrap of flesh |
reveal to him. | finally tug the fabric over my head and sit there in only myblack lacy
bra, my curls flowing down my shoulders. “Fuck me, Lauren,” he sayswith asigh.

“That’ s the general idea, Seb.”

| reach behind and take my time unhooking my bra. | may look calm and in control,
but my fingers are shaking, and | fumble the simple action I’ ve done a million times
before. I'm just as turned on as he is, and seeing that huge bulge is making me wet
again. | want him inside me so much my pussy walls are contracting at the mere
thought of him filling me up.

My bra fals from my chest, and | cup my breasts in my hands and squeeze them
together, the flesh spilling out of my fingers. My plan is to tease him until he can’'t
stand it anymore. He deserves a little sweet torture after what he did to me on the



kitchen table.

It's agood plan, but Seb has other ideas. He lets out alow growl, and in aflash, he's
on me. He pushes me down onto the bed until I'm flat and naked beneath him,
straddling me, his thighs clamped on either side of my hips. His cock presses against
me, still infuriatingly trapped inside his boxers. He takes my wrists in one big hand
and pins them firmly above my head. | am completely at his mercy, and it’s one of
the hottest things |’ ve ever experienced. “ Such alittle tease. Trying to drive me crazy,
areyou?’

“Yeah. And I'd say from the feel of you that it worked.” | grind myself up against
him and am rewarded by a shudder that runs through his whole being.

“God, that feels good, sweetheart. But | need to explore this hot fucking body of
yours first. | will be fucking you, don’t worry—but 1’1l be fucking you when | say so
and not a moment before, understand?’

“Are you aways this bossy?’

“Only when I’'m with someone who needs discipline—and you obviously do.”

He thrusts his hips, and his rock-hard length hits my sweet spot so perfectly that |
throb with need. | want to throw my legs around him, tug him closer, rub up against
him until | climax, but | can only move as much as he alows meto.

He rocks his hips back and forth a few times, applying a slow pressure that drives me
wild. | don’'t recognize the sounds coming from my own mouth, and every ounce of
feeling in my body seems to be throwing a party in my clit. He's grinning as he
watches me try to writhe closer, and part of me hates him for it—but part of me is
relishing his dominance. Thisis a man who knows what he is doing, who knows how
to play every inch of awoman’s body to perfection, and al | can do is enjoy theride.



He leans down, his bulky body blocking the moonlight that floods in through the
window, and kisses me. The pressure of his lips is incredibly soft to start with, a
complete contrast to the firm grip he has on my wrists and the muscular thighs
holding me in place. He coaxes and caresses, and his tongue slides to meet minein a
rhythm that echoes the thrusts of his erection against my pulsing clit.

His mouth trails aong my jawline, my neck, the skin beneath my ears. He nips and
nuzzles and licks, and | see stars as he works his magic. “You taste amazing, Hot
Sauce. | think I'm going to lick you all over. Your skinis addictive.”

“Please, Seb,” | murmur as he explores me. “Let go of my hands. | want to touch you
too.”

“How can | resist when you asked so nicely?’ He releases me, and | wrap my arms
around his neck. | bury my fingers in his thick silver-streaked hair and pull him
closer. My enthusiasm ignites him, and he kisses me much harder, his tongue
demanding, our lips battling. It goes on for so long that I’'m gasping for breath when
he finally pulls away, my fingers left resting limply on those brutish shoulders of his.

“Wow! That was a hell of akiss.”

“It was, sweetheart. And now I'm going to kiss the rest of you too. I've been
fantasizing about getting your nipples into my mouth since the moment | met you.”

He sits up, places my arms down on the bed, and pushes my legs wide apart so he can
kneel between them. He's all hard muscle and intensity, and seeing him move my
body around so effortlessly and with such confidence has my core contracting.

He runs his hands up either side of my waist, then smoothly up my ribcage, coming to
rest directly under my breasts. I'm breathing way too fast now, my chest heaving as
he draws little circles with his fingers on the sensitive flesh. My nipples are aready



hard, and | strain upward in an attempt to catch his wandering fingers.

“The more you do that, the longer I'll make you wait, sweetheart. | want those big
brown nipples of yours begging for me first.”

| groan, wanting to argue, but he means it. | force myself to calm down, to be still,
even though | can feel the wet heat building up between my legs.
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He shakes his head and winks at me. “This is killing you, isn’'t it? | can practically
hear you screaming at me.”

| screw up my face and nod. | can't risk speaking, and his fingers are getting nearer
and nearer to where | want them to be. His touch is delicate, soft,
teasing—completely at odds with how he looks. My lips part, and | sigh at the first
brush of his rough skin against my taut peaks, the way he skims them and makes
them sit up higher.

His expression is fierce enough to make me feel like a goddess. | don’t think a man
has ever looked at me with such concentration, such committed passion. It’s like all
that matters to him in the world right now are my nipples and what he can make me
feel through them. The answer is. absolutelyeverything. I’ve always been sensitive
there, but thisis next level crazy.

His smileis served up with a shade of wolf as he rolls one nipple between his thumb
and finger, kneading it with exactly the right level of force. The sudden pain sends a
delicious wave of pleasure down to my clit.

He leans down, pulls the other nipple into his mouth, and sucks with a deep, insistent
rhythm. He carries on rolling one, sucking the other, then flicking at it with his
tongue until I’'m almost delirious. At some point, he swaps, paying each nipple the
same delicious attention, and my whole body shakes as he works me over. With my
hand on the back of his head, | press him closer, never wanting this to stop.

His free hand roams the rest of my body, stroking and probing and molding, his
fingers drifting between my legs and finding the wetness that lies between them. |



thought | was too sensitive, but as his thumb gently circles my clit, | realize | was
wrong. None of the normal rules apply anymore. This man seems to know my body
better than | know it myself. Between his tongue, his teeth, and his fingers, I'm
building again, murmuring his name as he skillfully sucks and strokes me to the edge
of climax.

He lifts his mouth away from my nipple with a filthy wet popping sound. “Look at
me, sweetheart. | want to see you come again. Soak my fingers in that gorgeous cum
of yours.”

He dlides one finger inside me and pumps in and out while he keeps up the perfect
pressure on my slick, swollen bud, and | buck my hips up to meet him. | can’'t help it,
he’' s driving me out of my mind, and | need to come more than I’ ve needed anything
before. My body is a swirling vortex of sensations, all of them heading in atingling
mass down to my center. I'm so close, and he senses it, leaning down to give one of
my nipples a firm and unexpected bite. The shock pushes me over the edge, the
painand pleasure flooding me with liquid bliss. | melt inside, and for a second, | think
I’m going to black out. He continues to rub at my clit, slowly and gently, managing
my comedown, muttering my name as he eases me back to reality.

“That’s my good girl. You' ve soaked my hand and the sheets. You're so fucking
gorgeous, Lauren. Every part of you is fucking perfect, and the way you respond to
me... fucking hell. | need to be inside you now.”

“About damn time,” | murmur cheekily.

He laughs as he tears off his underwear and throws them to the side. “Don’'t push me,
sweetheart, or | might change my mind.”

| prop myself up on rubbery arms, feeling like my bones have been liquefied, and
gaze at his groin. Jesus. | knew it was big, but now that it’'s released into the wild, I'm



dightly intimidated. With most men, you get a choice between length and girth—but
this bad boy? He's got the lot, and he’' s more than ready to go, standing proud, pearls
of pre-cum oozing from his crown. “| really don’t think you’'re going to change your
mind, Seb.”

He laughs again—I was right, he does laugh easy—and shrugs his door-busting
shoulders. “I think you could be right. I’'m going to sink myself so deep into you,
you'll feel mein your cunt all week long.”

| blush, which is ridiculous given the fact that I'm naked and spread-legged, covered
in my own juices. Seb and his dirty talk just doesit for me.

| expect him to be rough or to flip me onto all fours and take me from behind. |
wouldn’t have objected—I remember how intoxicating those ass slaps were. Instead,
he lowers himself between my thighs, one arm on either side of my face, muscles
bulging with strength and control. Our eyes meet, and there's a flicker of something
unexpected between us. Something morethan lust. I’'m not sure I’'m ready for those
kinds of flickers, so | wrap my legs around his ass and pull him down toward me.

The head of his cock nudges against my opening, and I'm so wet he dlides inside
easily. He takes it slow, edging in inch by meaty inch, his eyes on mine throughout.
I’m guessing with adick thisbig, he’s learned to be careful. It's a chivalrous idea, but
| really don’t need—or want—chivalry right now.

“You okay?’

“I’m more than okay. I’'m not fragile, Seb. | want you inside me. All of you. Stop
trying to pretend you' re a gentleman and fuck me.”

Something seems to snap in him, and he drives into me so hard I’'m shoved up the
mattress and my head collides with the padded headboard. | feel a delicious stinging



stretch as he fills me and let out a yelp when he rails into me a second time—and a
third and a fourth.

He grunts and hoists my legs over his shoulders, tugging me closer and holding my
hips firmly. His balls slap against me, and my pussy walls contract at the relentless
friction. | don’t usually come from straight fucking, not without any contact with my
clit, but the tingling deep inside me says that might all be about to change. Each
thrust triggers another wave of pleasure, and my head is spinning with the unfamiliar
sensations.

He uses one hand to squeeze my breast, all the while keeping up that never-ending,
brain-jarring pace. | am literally being fucked senseless.

“I feel you sgueezing my cock, Lauren. | know you're close. Let go,
sweetheart—come for me.”

He increases the speed of his thrusts, his hips pistoning into me, his eyes full of need
as he stares down at the place where we're joined. The sight of him is what pushes
me over the edge yet again—this big, brawny man and his huge cock, the wayhe's
looking at our bodies as though he' s witnessing something sacred.

My eyes roll back in my head as the pulsations in my pussy spread through my whole
body, engulfing me in an ocean of ecstasy. “ Seb!”

“1 know, baby, | know.” He keeps hold of my legs, and my body shakes beneath him.
With one final thrust, he finds his own release, throwing his head back and roaring as
he empties himself inside me.

He collapses, his head landing beside mine on the pillow, my legs still wrapped
around his firm ass. | drop them onto the bed, spread on either side of him, as
breathless as heis. “Fuck me, sweetheart. That was intense.”



“You think?’ | pant.

“1 think. You tell me you’' ve had more intense than that, you're lying. Christ. | think |
might stay here forever.”

Stroking his hair, | drop a kiss on the side of his head. | can think of far worse ideas.
He reluctantly pulls himself out of me, flips onto his back, and tugs me close. I'm
wrapped in strong arms, my face against his mammoth chest, his heart hammering.
He strokes my shoulders and sighs contentedly.

The mood grows intimate now that the sex is done. Too intimate. His hand glides
through my curls in a way that’s overly familiar, and his breath is warm against me.
When | glance up, | see those laughter-crinkled eyes half closed. I'm tired too.
Exhausted, in fact, and suddenly alittle freaked out as well. This man has done things
to me that nobody ever has before. He made me beg and he controlled me, and |
enjoyed every damn second of it. Thisisall so out of character that | don’t know who
| am anymore.
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| slide out of his arms and start to gather my clothes. He sits up, wiping his sleepy
eyes. “What are you doing? | told you we had the place for the night. Come back to
bed.”

| hook up my bra and pull my dresson. I’'m sure | look like a tramp, but my walk of
shame will only be asfar as my own car.

“Sorry, Seb, but | don’t do slegpovers. Y ou can keep the panties though.” | give him a
wink. “Like you said, something to remember me by.”

Before he can answer, before | can lose myself in the disappointment | see on his
face, | rush downstairs. I’'m too vulnerable. Too exposed. | race toward the waiting
arms of Scarlett O’ Hara and concentrate solely on the dangers of navigating the dark
and unfamiliar roads.

Chapter

Five

SEBASTIAN

“You al right, Boss?’

| glance over at Alex Brodie, one of Archangel’s toughest employees, and raise my

eyebrows. “What the fuck are you asking me that for? Y ou're the one with a black
eyeand asplit lip.”



He grimaces and rubs his hand across his jaw. “Yeah. | am aware. It' s just that, well,
you were alot more...”

“A lot more what?’

“A lot moreeverythingtoday. Not to brag, but | can hold my own in afight, and you
don’t usually knock seven shades of crap out of me as easily as you did then. You
were like a man possessed, and when | fight like that, it's usualy because I'm
working through some shit. All I’'m saying is, if there’s anything | can help with, let
me know, okay? Even if you just need someone to listen.”

| know he's being sincere, but | still want to punch the cheeky young pup in the face.
He's aso right. Alex and | work out together at least once a week—and by work out,
| mean fight. He's ex—Specia Forces and hard as nails, so he gives me a good run for
my money. Gabriel used to be my sparring partner,but he’s understandably got a lot
less spare time these days, and what time he does have, I'd rather him spend it with
my daughter and grandson.

Alex usually does more than hold his own, and there’s never been a clear winner
between us in these sessions. Until today. Today, | had hefty old demons | needed to
exorcise, and Alex happened to be on the recelving end. And now he's sitting there
and offering to be, what, my spiritual counselor? Fuck that. “If 1 need someone to
listen? Who do you think | am, Alex, some cunt who suddenly wants to talk about his
‘journey’ and cry on your manly shoulder? Give it a break, numbnuts.”

He laughs and waves his hand in a gesture of surrender. “All right, al right, no need
to get your knickersin atwist—it was just a thought.”

“Yeah, well. | don’t pay you to have thoughts, do I? How are you and Jacob getting
on with the Mclverson situation?”’



| stand up on the mat and roll my shoulders. He might look worse than me, but | took
afew knocks too, and I'll fedl it later if | don’t get in the shower or ice bath soon. In
days gone by, I’d have been lucky to manage either, but as Archangel has grown, one
of the few luxuries we' ve invested in has been this gym and training suite at our HQ.
It's a staff perk and an essential part of keeping my head on straight. | offer Alex my
hand and he takes it, pulling himself upright. He's the same height as me, a shade
over six foot, but built alot leaner. What he lacks in bulk, though, he makes up for in
technigue. He knows more dirty tricks than anyone I’ ve ever come across, including
pro fighters.

He's not been with us as long as some, but he and Jacob Cavanagh proved themselves
in the best way possible—by helping me and Gabriel rescue Samantha from a
scumbag who kidnapped her while she was pregnant with Max. After that, I'd trust
him and Jake with my life.

“Work in progress, guv,” he says, shrugging. “As we thought, seems to be the dipshit
younger son who's causing al the bother. Mclverson senior and his older lad are
reasonable men. They might not like the deal on the table, but they know they’re all
out of choices. Young Jmmy’s looking to make a name for himself, though, even if
that name is only ever going to beuseless twat. Y ou know the type.”

“1 do. Skinny streak of piss who wants to prove himself by playing the big man.”
“Exactly that. Leave it with us though. We can be very persuasive.”

| nod. The shooting pain in my left kidney is proof of how persuasive he can be.
Archangel has been branching out, starting with clubs and bars, a few small hotels.
We've also recently started the process of acquiring a chain of London gastropubs

from the aforementioned Mclverson family. It's not quite what you'd call a hostile
takeover, but it aso isn't the best deal in the world for them—basically because



they’re desperate. They took a perfectly decent business and ran it into the ground
with sloppy management, too many favors for mates, and piss-poor decision-making.
They ended up borrowing money from the wrong types, and now they’re deep in the
shit. It’s reached the stage where either they take our cash offer or they start looking
forward to life with less working limbs than they’re used to. If they’re lucky. The
blokes they borrowed from aren’t the kind to repossess their car—they’re the kind to
run them over with it, then piss on their bleeding bodies.

WEe'll have our lawyers sort out the finer details, but we let Alex and Jacob take the
lead on the initial process. It's a step up in responsibility, and they’ll get a share of
the profits, assuming all goes well. | trust them, but I’'m keeping an eye on the thing,
just in case. Frank Mclverson is okay for a complete screwup,but Jimmy has been
making noises about fighting us off and “blowing us up to the world” if we don’t
sweeten the deal. Fuck knows what that means. Maybe he' s got plans to out us on his
Y ouTube channel or whatever.

| doubt the idiot knows anything that could harm us, but it’s best to keep alid on that
kind of shit—in any way necessary. Gabriel is keen to go more legit and | understand
why, but I’ll always be a bit of a thug. Always have been, always will be. Like my
dear old pa used to say between swigs of vodka and lashing out with his belt, | have
the heart of adevil and the soul of Satan.

“And how’ s the new lad working out?’ | ask.

Alex nods, unable to hide a grimace when his lip starts bleeding again. “ Taylor? He's
good, Boss. Bit green around the edges, thinks he' s the dog’ s bollocks, usual stuff for
adumb fuck in his early twenties, but | think he’s got what it takes.”

Taylor joined us a few months ago, straight from a similar firm in Manchester. He
was looking for a fresh start in the big city and came highly recommended for his
complete commitment to using whatever violence was needed without enjoying it too



much. It's afine line to walk, and I’'m glad to hear the boy is doing okay. So far, he
clams up whenever he's around me, and | need to get him in here on the mats one day
soon, see what he's made of. You're not part of the Archangel team until one of the
bosses has beaten the shit out of you.

Alex makes his farewells and sets off. | wait until he’'s gone before | give in to the
pain, doubling over dightly and swearing. I’m the only one here right now, so | can
afford to drop the tough-guy act a notch as | head to what the fella who installed it
called the “recovery suite.” | think he had in mind recovering from a strenuous
workout, but truthfully it's been a useful spot when some off-the-books medical
treatment has been required as well. We don’t keep essential oils and exfoliating body
scrubsback here, but we do have a decent stash of suture kits, bandages, and local
anesthetic.

| rinse off in the shower, then head to the sauna. Maybe a bit of heat will help. That
and possibly a giant mallet to the brain to stop it functioning for a few hours. The
fighting was a good distraction, but now I’m back to having too much time to think.
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Alex hit the nail on the head when he said he thought | was working through some
shit. Specificaly, I’'m working through some Lauren Hayes—shaped shit. The woman
has messed with my head, and | can’t stop thinking about her. It’ s ridiculous after one
night, no matter how spectacular that night was, and | need to shake her off. I'm a
busy man, and | don’'t have the kind of job where | can afford to go pussy-blind and
make mistakes. |’ ve already been out to spend the night in my cabin in the woods,
which isnormally all it takes to clear my head.

| get into the sauna stark-bollock naked, because it’s my fucking sauna and | can, and
pour water on the coals. The sizzle of warmth seeps into my skin, and | massage my
quads as | settle down on the bench. Why the fuck am | so fucked up about this one?
What's so different about Lauren Hayes that she’s snuck under my skin like this? Is
shereally that specia, or isit just that she walked out on me like she did?

Got to admit, I'm not used to that. No woman has waked out on me since
Samantha s mum, Alice, when | was only sixteen years old—and she didn’t so much
walk as get scooped away by her parents. They hit the roof when they found out she
was pregnant and whisked their daughter away from the bad boy who'd done the
damage: yourstruly.

Since then, I’ ve been in and out love so many times I’ ve lost count. | genuinely fedl it
at the time, but looking back now, | don’t think any of it was real. |’ ve been engaged
five times without ever making it up the aide, last time to the perfectly lovely
Kayleigh. | found out later that the lads in the office wererunning a cheeky
sweepstake on how long it'd be between the engagement party and me dumping her.
Sounds funny on the surface, but | don’t like what it says about me. I’'m not a young
man anymore, and I'm a fucking granddad—there’s no glory in being an eternal



playboy. I’ ve seen what Samantha and Gabriel have together, and who wouldn’t want
that for themselves?

The problem is... Well, dammit, the problem is me. | grew up under the thumb of
psychopaths until the age of twelve, and when things finally got bad enough for meto
be taken off them, | wasin the care system for years. After the first few foster parents
showed signs of being even more mental and abusive than the biological set or sent
me packing because | was too much trouble, | made up my mind that | wouldn’t give
a shit anymore. If nobody wanted to love me, that was fine. I’d make myself even
more unlovable, and the world could go fuck itself. | might have the heart of a devil,
but nobody would ever get to break it.

Now, here | amn—feeling my years and brooding over a slip of a girl I’ve only just
met. It's infatuation, | tell myself. No different from al the other times I’ve been
here, wondering if I’ ve finally met “the one.” Crap. | sound like ateenage girl. Worse
actually, because there’s no way Sam would have talked like that when she was a
teenager.

What the fuck has Lauren Hayes done to me? All | can think about is the way those
soulful brown eyes of hers clouded over when she came, like she was having some
kind of spiritual awakening. The way she cried my name when | was inside her. The
way she submitted to me despite being ninety-nine percent spitfire—I could tell
submission didn’t come naturally to her. The way her tight pussy walls squeezed my
cock so well it felt like we'd been purpose built to fuck each other.

| groan and punch the wooden wall of the sauna as the cock in question springs to
life. | stare it down, the traitor—why is it reacting like this at the mere memory of
that woman? Of hersoft, golden-brown skin, her thick, dark curls, her taut nipples
dancing beneath my fingers. My hand goes to my shaft, gripping hard. | don’t know if
| want to jerk off or pull it off, I'm so messed up. I’ ve shot my load thinking about
her several times in the last few days, and | aways fed annoyed with myself



afterwards. She walked out. She hasn’t been in touch.

She's made it pretty clear that it was a one-night-only deal, and she doesn't want
anything more from me. So why am | still rubbing my cock and hearing her voice in
my head all the bloody time?

This is obviously more of an ice-bath situation. | march angrily out of the sauna and
force myself to sink completely under and only emerge when | run out of breath,
completely soaked and shivering at the subzero temperature. | glance down at my
now far less enthusiastic cock. Well. That’s one problem taken care of, at least. All
that’s left is for me to get through a full day of planning meetings, then take care of
the bigger issue. | have to see Lauren and get some closure. Fuck. What am | turning
into?

Chapter

Six

SEBASTIAN

Ichat to Beth, the receptionist at the Donovan, Cook, and Hayes office, as she
prepares to leave for the day. She's used to me dropping in like this and always flirts
with me when | perch myself on the edge of her desk and ask how she's doing. |
don’t read anything into that. Beth is the kind of girl that flirts with everyone—it's
just her way of being nice. Besides, she redlly is too young for me. She drinks her
coffee out of a One Direction mug, for fuck’s sake.

| make my way through to the offices in back, pausing to check out the camera
system as | go. As relatively recent events have shown us, you can’'t be too careful
when it comes to personal safety. Archangel security takes al its clients seriously, but
thisclient istop of the list. These ordinary looking offices contain precious cargo, and



| never want anyone to be able to hurt Samantha again. She insisted on no cameras
inside the offices, for client privacy, but | did persuade her to accept the installation
of panic buttons in every room.

If it was up to me and Gabriel, we'd probably wrap her up in cotton wool and lock
her away in a padded room to keep her safe for the rest of her life, but she's fiercely
independent. Before Gabriel and the life she leads now, she spent years married toa
psychopathic cunt who fooled the world into thinking he was a loving husband. He
even fooled me, which I'll never forgive myself for. What she went through would
have broken other women, but Sam came out of it stronger than ever. She's afucking
walking miracle, that kid of mine.

| smile at an unexpected but familiar sound from her office—baby Max letting us all
know that he's in the building. This was supposed to be one of Sam’s days off. She
usually only comes in on Mondays while she’s phasing back in from maternity leave,
and | suspect I'll bein for agrilling now. Fuck. Might as well get it over with.

| find her trying to change a nappy while aso talking on her mobile. The phone is
tucked under her chin, and Max is on her desk, kicking his pudgy legs in the air and
squalling.

“Yes, | do understand that the judge is a busy man,” she says, her businesslike tone
not at all affected by the fact that she’s wrestling a baby. “And as you can tell, I'm a
busy woman. And yes, again, I’'m also aware that it's amost six on a Friday—which
means we've now been waiting all week to hear from him. I'll expect a call back
within the hour, or I'll be taking this matter further. He might be a judge, but he’s not
God, and rules apply to him as well. Goodbye.”

“Trouble?’ | ask, taking over for her on the nappy front. | missed out on all of this
with Sam—she only came back into my life when she was twelve and her mum
died—and | find that | weirdly like it. I chuck Max under the chin and he gurgles at



me. He looks innocent enough, but some sixth sense warns me that there's trouble
afoot, and sure enough, | manage to dodge out of the way just as he sends a
spectacular arc of pee flying up into the air. Nicetry, little fella

“Nothing | can’'t handle. Thanks, Dad. Like you, | enjoy a good fight, just different
kinds. What are you doing here anyway? Not that | don’t appreciate the help.” | finish
thecleanup routine and fit Max snugly back into his little sleepsuit, then strap him
into his seat and rock him gently. He's tired but battling against it. Enjoying a fight
must be in the genes. “Can’'t a doting dad pay an impromptu visit to his favorite
daughter every now and then?’

She narrows her eyes at me. “I’m your only daughter, and yes, of course you can.
Except | saw you yesterday for lunch, and you didn’t know | was here today because
it was a last-minute thing. Channeling my inner Sherlock Holmes, I'd deduce that
you're not here to see me at al. Nick’s off sick and you two aren’'t close, so that
leaves... Oh, let me think—could it be Lauren?’

| shrug. | actually feel fucking embarrassed about it. When it comes to my love life,
Samantha acts more like my disapproving mum than my kid. “I can neither confirm
nor deny that allegation, ma am. But if | was here to see Lauren, isshein?’

“Yes, but two things to mention—one, you'’re out of luck because she has a hot date
tonight with a cello player. And more importantly, she’s with a client, and it's a
difficult case, so don’'t go barging around like a bull in a china shop. There's a
traumatized woman in there with her, one who is trying to find the courage to leave
her abusive husband—and you don’'t exactly give off a non-threatening vibe to
anyone who doesn’t know you.”

She'sright. If | had my way, I'd beat the shit out of any man who raised a hand to a
woman or child, break every bone in their worthless, cowardly bodies, and dump
them in alandfill with the rest of the garbage. Men who abuse their families are scum



of the lowest order, and if | ever retire from Archangel, I’'ll make it my life’'s mission
to hunt them down for free. Vigilante granddad. But | understand that | don’t exactly
look reassuring from the outside, what with my tattoos and intimidating size. “Fair
enough, love.”

She pats my arm reassuringly. “You’'re a big softie at heart, Dad, and one of the most
protective people to ever walk the planet. Looks can be deceptive. But | have to
say—this thing with Lauren, whatever it is?’ | stay silent. | have no idea what it is
either. “Please don't fuck it up. She's afriend, and she's a great lawyer. A real asset
to the firm. It’s your own business if you want to be a manwhore, but don’'t drag me
into it, okay?’

“That’s not fair, Sam. Do you know how many women have been in my life since
Max was born? I’ll save you the effort—none.”

“Okay. Well, | didn't know that.” She smiles up a me, and her big brown eyes melt
away any hurt at her accusation, no matter how true it might be. “Are you trying to
tell me that you're finally growing up, Sebastian Donovan? Should | be calling the
paramedics?’

“Cheeky madam. Still on for next Tuesday?’

“That depends. Are you still cooking that green Thai curry?’
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| laugh and head out of her office. | love cooking, especially for my girl. It's one of
the greatest joys in the world to see someone so special to you enjoying food you've
prepared for them. | wonder what Lauren’s favorite dish is and whether | could make
it for her. | bet whoever she's seeing tonight isn't as good in the kitchen—or
anywhere else—as | am. Why the fuck is she going on adate at all?

| stop dead in my tracks in the corridor and slap myself on the forehead. What the
hell? | came here to clear the air, to get her out of my system. | planned to see her,
prove to myself she was nothing special, and move on. Not to plan a romantic night
in with her. Maybe Sam’ s right—she should call the paramedics.

| don't have long to think about my impending mental decline, because a human
whirlwind comes steaming down the hallway and crashes right into my legs. At least
I’m assuming it’s human from the fact that it has a mop of curly blond hair, twoarms,
and two legs. One of the arms is encased in a plaster cast, and I’'m careful to avoid it
as | squat down on the floor next to the kid. There's a playroom set up for children at
the back of the building, where they can hang out while their mums and dads sort out
the grown-up stuff, but he must have got bored. He looks the type—fizzing with
energy and mischief.

He's maybe eight or nine, his big blue eyes looking up at me with a mix of concern
and curiosity. “Bloody hell, son, where are you going in such a hurry?”’

“Nowhere. | was just seeing if my new trainers had superpowers.” | glance down at
the box-fresh white tennis shoes at the end of his skinny legs. “Right. Well, looks to
me like they do. I’ ve never seen anyone move so fast in my life.”



His face lights up with delight, those cautious eyes now bright. “Honest? Y ou’ re not
bullshitting me?’

“Nicky,” awoman calls from down the corridor. “Y ou know what I’ ve told you about
that word. I'm so sorry, is he bothering you?’

“Nah,” | reply. “No problem.” She nods but doesn’'t go back inside the office. She
hovers in the doorway, keeping a careful eye on her lad. The kid pulls a face and
whispers to me, “That’s my mum. She says she doesn’t like swearing, but she does it
all the time when she thinks I’'m not listening, so | call bullshit on that one.”

| laugh and help him to his feet. He swipes blond curls away from his face and looks
me up and down without any shame. “You're a big man. | think you're even bigger
than my dad.”

“Well, you'll be a big man one day too. It just takes time and a bit of effort. Maybe a
few steaks. What happened to your arm, pal?’

His faces shuts down in an instant, al that energy gone, and he stares intensely at the
floor. “I fell over. I’'mreally clumsy.”

| suck in aharsh breath as aball of pressure sslamsinto my chest, hitting me as hard as
one of Alex’s punches. Yeah, | was areally clumsy kid too. | was always accidentally
falling on my dad’ s fists, boots, and lit cigarettes. One time | was so fucking clumsy,
| tied myself to the radiator and beat my own back with a cane until it bled. “Come
on. Let’ s get you back to your mum, eh?’

As we approach, her eyes fly over him as though she's checking for new injuries.
She's a pretty woman, petite with fair hair and a cute button nose. Exactly the type
those assholes often seem to go for. There are dark circles around her eyes, and she's
wearing a cuffed long-sleeved blouse buttoned right up to her throat. Assuming she's



not Amish, | can think of two reasons for that—the husband is a controlling bastard
who's told her to keep herself covered, or she’'s hiding bruises. Fuck, looking at the
nervous way she's chewing on her lip and wringing her hands together, could be
both.

The idea of what these two are going through makes me so mad | want to punch
something, but | make an extra effort to be quiet and respectful as we all walk back
into Lauren’s office. | knew it was hers, obvioudly, but it still takes my breath away
when | see her again. She has her curls pinned up, and she's wearing a plain little
black dress that should look perfectly businesslike, but on her looks like pure sin. |
nod at her once, abruptly, and look away again. This really isn’t the time for getting
yet another unwanted hard-on.

“Seb. | see you' ve met Nicky, and thisis his mom, Caroline.” | consider offering her
my hand to shake, but | suspect she’ll bolt at the slightest movement. Being in aroom
with aman like me is probably difficult enough for her. “Nice to meet you, Caroline.
Sebastian Donovan. Y ou've got agreat lad there.”

Her face lights up, and she tugs him to her for a cuddle. He pretends to hate it, but it's
obvious he's proud and pleased.That's what these two should aways be
doing—beaming away like this. It burns me that some bullying twat is reducing them
to rubble just because he can. “Look, this is undoubtedly a complicated situation,
Caroline, and we' ve only just met—but what can | do to help?’

Shock crosses her delicate, worried features, followed quickly by suspicion. “Are you
alawyer too?’

“I"'m not. | leave that to the clever types like Lauren here. But there are other ways to
be helpful. Maybe if you ever need protection or a secure place to stay? Even if
Nicky here fancies a kickabout with a football in a safe space—a space where he
won't be soclumsy—then you could call me. | don't expect payment, and | won't



ever tell you what to do. Only you can decide what’s right for you. But if you need
me, I’ll be there, no strings attached.”

I’ve avoided Lauren’s intense gaze ever since | walked into this room, but | can feel
her staring a me. | have no clue if I’ ve overstepped here or if she thinks I’m a prick
for trying to be awhite knight with one of her clients. | turn around, expecting to find
a mocking smile or a cynical quirk of her eyebrows. I’'m completely unprepared for
what | actually find—a tortured look in her eyes and tears oozing from their corners.
She shakes her head and swipes the tears away, and before | can say anything, she
waves me off. | hate seeing her distressed and fight the urge to leapfrog over that
desk and take her in my arms.

“Caroline, don't dismiss what Seb is offering,” she says, her voice unsteady. “I'm a
lawyer, and | believe in the legal process. | know you haven't decided what to do yet,
and Seb’s right, only you can decide that—but | hope you agree to move forward
with us. I’'m confident we can get you out of this situation using the courts—but from
what you've told me so far, there's a chance that things might get more...
complicated.” Her eyes are onNicky as she speaks, and she's obviously being careful
about what she says around him.

Caroline pulls her boy closer. “And you trust him, Lauren? Y ou trust this man?’

I’m interested in the answer to that one too. In this situation, with this woman and her
kid, I am one hundred percent trustworthy. With women, in my life so far? Definitely
not, and I’'m guessing Lauren might know that about me already. She and Sam will
have talked. Can she separate that from everything else?

Lauren looks intently at me, as though she’'s measuring up every scrap of my soul,
counting every grain of decency. “I do, yes. | trust him, and | think you should too.
Do | have your permission to discuss your case with him?”’



Caroline nods gently, a barely there gesture that reminds me of a sparrow pecking for
food. “Yes. If you think it could help, then yes. Now, we' d better go. He' s busy in the
city today, but if I'm away from home for too long, one of his men will tell him.
Thank you. Both of you.”

Lauren asks her to look at some paperwork before she leaves, and | use the time to
crouch down in front of Nicky. | take a pen off the desk and scrawl down my number.
Then | gently raise his arm and tuck the scrap of paper beneath his cast, where it fits
flat and snug and hidden. “That’s our secret, Nicky. Nobody will see that there, but if
they do, you tell them it's Dua Lipa s number, okay? I’'m also going to give that to
your mum, and maybe we could get you a phone of your own that nobody else knows
about. Just for you, so you can call me whenever you like.”

“Will it have gameson it?’

“Sure. Now, I’m going to give you some advice, al right, kid?’

He experiments with his cast, satisfied that the paper is concealed, and nods. “Y eah.”

| sweep back his unruly curls and look at him full-on. | want him to remember what
I’m about to say and wish somebody had cared enough to say it to me when | was his

age.

“Nicky, if ever you feel like you're in danger, like someone is going to hurt you, |
want you to run, okay? | know we're told we're supposed to be brave and fight. But
fighting isn’'t always the best idea. When someone much bigger or stronger wants to
hurt us, we need to run. We run, we find a safe space, and we hide. We call for help,
and we survive. Because when we survive, son, we get stronger. And when we get
stronger, we get our revenge. I'm not making this up, it's not bullshit, |
promise—because what's happening to you and your mum once happened to me,
when | was akid. But | survived. | got stronger. | got my revenge.”
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His eyes shine with curiosity, and | guess he's imagining guns blazing and action
heroes swooping through broken windows on ropes. “How did you get your revenge,
Seb?’

“I lived, Nicky. | built awhole world for myself where | feel safe. And that, my little
buddy, is the sweetest revenge of all.”

Chapter
Seven
LAUREN

lescorted Caroline and Nicky to the reception area and then fled to the ladies’ room.
I’ve been in here for a good fifteen minutes now, and | still don’'t feel quite ready to
leave my sanctuary. It’s nice in here—apart from Nick, all the staff are female, and
we keep toiletries and changes of clothing around. It smells of perfume and hand
lotion and feels cozy and warm. Hell, | might stay here for the weekend, call in some
takeout.

The main office doors have opened and closed a few times, and there have been no
other sounds for the last few minutes, so it seems everyone else has left and I’ m aone
in the building. Good. | need time to pull all my loose threads together and stitch
myself back up.

It's been a hell of aday. |I've spoken to Caroline on the phone a few times, but those
were clandestine, snatched conversations, and she often had to hang up without



warning. | didn’t expect her circumstances to be pleasant, but the details she revealed
today turned my stomach, and | am no stranger to the dark side of life. Seeing her and
that beautiful little boy so cowed, so broken, was enough to drag me down into a pit
of despair. Her desperation and fear were infectious, and although | managed to keep
up a professional facade, inside | was drowning. | playa good game, but my own fear
is aways right below the surface, waiting to reclaim me.

Seb, of course, had no idea what he was walking into, but he responded to it al with
such kindness, such quiet ferocity, that it touched more than a few raw nerves. He
didn’t know what their situation was, but he saw the damage straight away and didn’t
hesitate before offering to help.

That was enough to bring those irritating tears to the surface. Since | last saw Seb,
I’ve persuaded myself our night together was a one-off, a harmless bit of fun and
nothing more. He's a player, a shallow guy who cannot commit to anything other
than the superficial.

| don’t have a problem with that, because being superficial is alogical response to a
world that can hurt so deeply. But now, he's shown another side to himself. One
that’s much more unnerving and makes it harder to dismiss him. It's a side of him
that scares me, because I’ ve never met a man who affects me this much, who strips
away my control so easily. Who makes me wonder what it might be like to ask for
more than a world-class fuck and multiple orgasms. What would it be like to have a
man like Seb on my side, fighting in my corner? Protecting me and keeping me
safe...

Screw it. Thisis al too much, and | won't solve anything by sitting on a toilet seat
behind a locked door. | force myself to emerge and study myself in the mirror. It
could be worse than a moderate case of panda eyes. | grab my makeup bag and repair
the damage. | was supposed to have a date tonight, but there’s zero chance of that
happening now. | get out my phone and quickly send a message, hoping it gives the



guy enough time to find someone else for a precious Friday night hookup. | swap my
heels for comfortable sneakers and give myself permission to go home, drink a bottle
of wine, and pass out watching something fluffy on Netflix.

When | open the bathroom door, though, | realize it's not going to be so smple.
Sebastian Donovan is standing right outside, leaning casually against the wall, his
massive arms crossed over his chest as he looks me up and down. My lady parts
tingle immediately, and I'm furious with them. Gloria has no sense of loyalty, damn
her.

“l was starting to wonder if | was going to have to kick the door in,” he says,
unsmiling.

“Seb. | wasjust... Well, that doesn’t matter. Why are you still here?’

“1’m taking you to dinner, obviously.”

“There' s no obvious about it. | don’t remember you asking me, and | definitely don't
remember saying yes. Besides, | have a hot date with my couch tonight.”

| try to walk past him, but the man is as big as a goddamn tree trunk. A sequoia trunk
at that. He blocks my path, his head tilted to one side as he surveys me. “No, you

have a hot date with me. Or a nice dinner between friends. | don’t mind which.”

“Seb, if | don’'t want to go out with you, I’'m not going to, okay? We might have
fucked, but that doesn’t mean | now obey your every word.”

A range of emotions flicker across his face, and it's like watching one of those big
spinning wheels on a game show—I have no idea which oneit’s going to stop on.

He sighs loudly and rubs his hand over his face like he’'s washing it. “Lauren, let's



not do this. Let’s not fight for no reason, okay? This doesn’t need to be a big deal. |
saw how upset you were in there, and I’'m guessing Caroline' s story wasn't easy to
stomach. Being on your own tonight isn't a good idea, especialy when you don't
need to be. Let me take you out to dinner. We can talk it through, see what | can do to
help. It doesn’'t have to be more than that. It doesn’t need to be abattle of wills or
verbal foreplay, or whatever the fuck thisis. Sometimes dinner can just be dinner.”

He' s wearing a plain white cotton shirt, open a few buttons at the neck. His muscular
arms are amost busting out of it, and his black pants might be perfectly tailored, but
they do little to hide the bulk of histhighs. Gloriagives alittle squeal, and | shake my
head. “I’m not sure that’ s true Seb, not with us. But okay. Just thisonce, | givein. I'll
let you take me to dinner. | warn you, though, | plan to choose the most expensive
thing on the menu and order champagne.”

He throws his head back and laughs, and | want to nip at the strong column of his
throat. “No worries, sweetheart—whatever my lady desires. Now come on, I'm
bloody starving.”

Chapter

Eight

LAUREN

He pays particular attention to locking up the building, and then he insists on driving.
He settles me into the passenger seat and leans across to fasten my belt, giving me a
whiff of his Chanel cologne and a scent that is entirely his and one hundred percent

man.

When we arrive at the restaurant, a cute little Italian joint tucked away on a side
street, the place is aready full. I'm not sure we'll get a table, but Seb knows the



owner, Vincenzo, who soon makes a quiet corner booth available for us.

“I"'m disappointed,” Sebastian says once we've ordered. “Pasta arrabbiata instead of
the lobster tails? A beer instead of the Bollinger?’

| shrug and sip the beer in question. “Yeah, | know. Sorry to disappoint. I’'m asimple
girl at heart.”
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“We both know that’s not true.” His eyes flash at me, and his sinful mouth quirks up
at one corner. “ So, first thingsfirst. Let’s clear the air.”

“Do we haveto?| prefer the air alittle murky.”

“We have to. Sam gave me aright telling off earlier. Doesn’t want me to mess things
up a the firm. So truthfully? I've beenthinking about you a lot. | get the feeling
you' re not looking for anything serious, and being brutally honest, I’m not so great at
serious myself. But | have to tell you, | enjoyed our time together... And there are
still alot of things left on the list.”

“Thelist?’

“The list of filthy things I'd like to do to you. The list of ways | want to make you
come. Thellist of your body parts I'd still like to fuck.”

Every cell in my body sits up at attention and screams at me. | squeeze my thighs
together to relieve the pressure that suddenly builds between my legs, and my vision
goes alittle blurry. | suck in a deep breath and hope | don’t look as aroused as | feel.
“That’ s not friendly dinner talk, Seb. Did you bring me here under false pretenses?’

He laughs and rubs his beard, grinning at me cheekily. “Maybe, although I didn’t
plan it that way. | had every intention of being the gent tonight, but something about
you seems to bring out the animal in me... I’ve got arock-hard dick just sitting across
from you in public, for fuck’s sake. But I’ve had a hard dick before, and that will
pass. Friendship lasts longer, and | do want us to be friends too. Whatever you want
from this, I'll be fine with it.”



“Are you sure about that? You're saying the right words, but you're looking at me
like you want to throw me over your shoulder and carry me off to a cave.”

“1 strongly suspect you wouldn’'t mind that at all, sweetheart. But that’s a game for
another day. How about we take this one step at a time? Dinner, drinks,
conversation.”

| nod and sip more beer, unwilling to open my mouth because I’'m still stuck on the
image of him carrying me out of here, complete with his hard dick. I'd like to slip a
shoe off and run my toes over it under the table. Hell, 1'd like to run my tongue over
it under the table.

The waitress arrives with food as I'm imagining licking those heavy balls of his and
picturing him shooting his load on my breasts. That's athing | don’t typically enjoy
much, but the idea of him finishing on me is enough to make my pussy contract.

He gives me a smug look. “Y ou look distracted. Something on your mind?’

The damn man knows exactly what’s on my mind. He knows exactly what he's doing
to me, and | fight to regain control. “Just how delicious this dish smells. Nothing on
earth sexier than a plate of good pasta.”

“If you say so, Hot Sauce. Now. Do you want to tell me about Caroline, or would that
ruin your sexy pasta?’

His tone is more serious and businesslike, like he's flipped from playful Seb to
security firm—owner Seb, and | wonder if that's his way of coping with difficult
emotions. I’m not an idiot. | saw the way he was with Nicky and heard the things he
said to him while he thought | wasn't listening. | can’t imagine anybody being able to
hurt this big man now, but he was a once vulnerable little boy, a boy somebody took
advantage of. Probably someone he should have been able to trust. | don’t let myself



go down that heartbreaking rabbit hole, and instead follow his lead of being
professional.

“No, let’s talk about it. I'm worried about her, Seb. She's been with her husband for
eleven years, married for ten. They met when she was working as a personal shopper
in Harrods—he was a high-roller client. At first, he was charm personified, and it was
al afairytale. I’'m pretty sure you can guess the rest.”

“Sadly, | can, yeah. HE'll have cut her off from her family and friends, started with
the odd slap, persuaded her it was all her fault for setting him off. Usual blood-
boiling bullshit.”

| nod, saddened but unsurprised at the weariness in his words. Caroline' s story isn't a
unigue one. Far too many women have similar storiesto tell. “ Exactly that. But things
haveescalated beyond the usual. For the last few years, he's been sharing her out
among his friends, forcing her to endure gang rape. His favorite game is to throw a
party, tie her to the bed, and invite friends and business colleagues to take their turns.
They’'re allowed to do whatever they want to her.” | swallow down the bile that
works its way up from my stomach and force myself to go on. “The last time, it was
over twenty men, and she ended up in the hospital with horrific internal injuries. It
was a private hospital, paid for by him, so everybody turned a blind eye.”

Reciting the awful details like this is actually helping me distance myself from the
trauma of it all. | learned long ago to compartmentalize with my job, to separate my
emotions from my words—there's a place for passion in the law, but it's mainly a
world of logic and reason. | won't be helping Caroline or Nicky if | can't clearly
describe what she’s been subjected to without bursting into tears. Seb obviously isn’t
guite there yet and slams his massive fist down on the table so hard the plates shake.
“The evil piece of shit. How about | tie him up and do the same to him? Cut off his
cock, cover it in barbed wire, and shove it up his arse until he bleeds out.”



| nod, not at all distressed by that image. “Believe me, | hear you Seb—but that can’t
be our first choice. She’'s so scared, she isn't even sure what she wants to do yet. |
need to try to get her out of thisthe right way.”

“And if you can’'t? If the civilized crap fails her? This probably doesn’'t come as a
surprise to you, Lauren, but | don’t exactly have a huge amount of respect for the law
or the system. They both let too many people down.”

“Likeyou?’ | ask quietly. “1 heard what you said to Nicky.”

He shrugs and looks away before he speaks. This is hard for him. “Yeah. Like me.
Not going to give you the whole sob story—Samantha doesn’t even know the detalils.
My dad was an ex-conwho liked hurting people, and my mum was... Well, fuck
knows what she started off as, but by the end, she was his partner in it al. The pair of
them were at me from the day | was born, right up until | was taken into care.”

“And how was that? Any better?’

He gives me a bitter smile. “I’m sure you’ ve seen the care system in the States, and
I’m guessing it’s not much different from here. | was amost thirteen. | was too old,
too angry, too everything. | was never going to be adopted by some cute couple who
nurtured me, was |? Weirdly, it was getting Sam’s mum pregnant that changed things.
When her parents took her away from me, | let them, because | was only a child
myself—and because | knew | had nothing to offer them. | genuinely thought the girl
| loved and my own kid would be better off without me. It made me feel worthless,
pathetic, and | decided | never wanted to feel like that again.”

There is unguarded pain in his dark-brown eyes, but it’s the strength in his voice |
focus on. This is a man who has suffered and has overcome, and I, of all people,
respect that. | place my hand over his. “Is that when you started Archangel? When
you were that young?’



“Nah, that didn’t come 'til later, when | met Gabriel and was ready to turn my back
on the wild days and really achieve something. No, back then there weren't a lot of
options for akid like me, so as soon as | was old enough, | joined the army.”

I’m surprised—Seb doesn’t really seem like the army type. “Huh. How did that work
out?’

He flashes me awicked grin. “About as well asyou' d expect. | was shit at doing what
| wastold, but it gave me alittle discipline, taught me afew tricks. Made me grow up
a bit, 1 suppose—though Sam would argue that part is still a work in progress.
Anyway. Enough about me. Nicky’s broken arm. The dad?’

He's obviously had enough of digging into his own past, and | get that. I’ ve turned
avoidance into an art form. “The dad, yes. At first, she didn’t know. Genuinely
believed he fell the first few times the bruises showed up. You've met him, he's a
lively kid, always on the go. But when his arm was broken, he finally told her who'd
been hurting him. Even more than that, she started to suspect he was being prepped
for something else. One of the men who came to the parties, she said, only ever liked
to watch as the others raped and abused her. She heard him saying his tastes ran much
younger. She suspects the beatings are a way of breaking Nicky down, making him
more malleable, that he's getting ready to... getting ready to sell him to some sick
pervert. His own damn father. Who, by the way, is a Russian ‘businessman’ named
Ivan Volkov. He's protected by layers of powerful connections. The kind that carry
AK-47s and own private helicopters. It's only the threat to Nicky that’s made her take
the steps she has. When it was only her, | think she was willing to tolerateiit...”
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| finally loseit, and all my professional calm disappears. What the fuck is wrong with
the world? | swipe the angry tears away from my eyes and realize my hand is now
wrapped in Sebastian’s bear paw. He squeezes my fingers. “I don’'t care if he's
Bratva, the KGB, and Joey fucking Stalin all rolled into one, Lauren, we'll help them.
We will not let anything worse happen to that kid or his mum. If your route doesn’t
work, mine will. I’ll kill the fucker and track down every single cunt who ever went
to one of those parties and kill them too. I'll make them suffer, and I'll fucking well
enjoy every moment of their pain.”

| have no doubt he meansit or that he's capable of it. Part of me wishes we could skip
right to that step now, because | would enjoy every moment of their pain aswell. I'm
not exactly an innocent.

He frowns. “You're a lawyer, but you don't seem shocked. In fact, you look quite
keen. Most women would be repelled, and they certainly wouldn’t nod in agreement

when | talked about cutting off his cock earlier.”

“Yeah, well, I'm not most women, | don’'t suppose. And being a lawyer doesn’t
negate everything else about me. My life, my family... It's complicated.”

“How s0?’
| look into his eyes and remind myself that earlier, when Caroline asked me if |
trusted this man, all my instincts screamed yes. | might not have known him for long,

but I trust him.

| take a deep breath. “Okay. So, I'm originally from Los Angeles.”



“Really? Sam said you moved here from Florida.”

“1 did, and Florida is awhole different story. The brief version: | was born and raised
in LA. Left there at eighteen. Spent some time studying here. Got married and moved
to upstate New Y ork. Got divorced, traveled around, settled in Florida.”

“Married?’

“Yep. Married. Not for long. | thought we were in love, which was a sweet delusion,
but we were never compatible. That’s an understatement—we were a total shitshow.
Not going to get into that now, though.”

He doesn’t look happy with the shutdown, but nods at me to continue. “Back to my
family. | use the name Hayes. That's my mother’s maiden name, which | legally
changed mine to. | love my parents, my sister, my cousin, all of them—but | needed
distance from them. | needed to build a life for myself that was removed from their
world and its... darkness.”

| feel disloyal even saying that. My family’s business practices, both legitimate and
not so legitimate, paid for thehome | grew up in, my education, my privileged start in
life. I'm not such a hypocrite that | ever condemned them, but | also knew | didn’t
want to stay there and live that life. Especially not while Uncle Carlos was on the
scene.

“What's so dark about your family, Lauren? Did they hurt you?’ The anger in his
voice is barely suppressed, and | know he is imagining the worst. Who can blame
him, given his background?

“One of them did, my Uncle Carlos... He was a sick fuck. He gave me this.” | hold
out my palm and show him the thin crescent-shaped scar that is still visible on my
flesh.



He traces it with his fingertips, then soothes it with a gentle brush of his lips, like a
father kissing away the pain. “Tell me where heis. He' Il be thefirst onel end.”

| shiver dlightly, at both the touch and the words. “He's aready gone. He died last
year, and he died like the pig he was. | felt so liberated when | found out. My cousin
and his friend, who are not men you mess with, rid the world of that particular evil.
I’d left LA at least partly to escape him, but it wasn't that simple. It wasn’t only one
bad man, it was the whole culture of my family. Their past, their present, probably
their future. The violence... This will probably mean nothing to you, but my birth
nameis Lauren Maria Montoya.”

| see immediately that the name does mean something to him. Of course it does. My
family might be based in LA, but it’s known the world over, and depending on what
side of the law you’'re on, the Montoyas are viewed with either fear or envy for the
way they have combined ruthless origins and enforcement with a multibillion-dollar
business empire. Seb straddles both sides of that moral and legal line, | suspect,
which might be why I’'m so drawn to him. Despite my desire to escape, I’ m obviously
drawn to the familiar. Perhapsit’s a part of my DNA.

“You'reaMontoya?’ he asks, frowning. “A fucking Montoya?’

“Only half afucking Montoya, to be fair.”

“From what |’ ve gathered, the Montoyas don’t do anything by halves. Shit. Does Sam
know?’

| shake my head. It's not something | talk about easily, even with close friends. |
mean, it's a bit of a conversation killer:Hi,I'm Lauren, and my family is in charge of
the West Coast Méafia. | like cozy nights in, long walks on the beach, and torturing
my enemies to death with power tools.



“That must have been one crazy-ass childhood. I’ ve heard stories,” he says, looking
at me intently. “Always thought Algandro sounded like a guy not to be messed
with.”

“Algiandro’s my cousin, and we're close. And he's a total badass. Despite that
though, despite what circumstances sometimes force him to do, he's a good man at
heart.”

He nods, accepting this for the truth. It makes sense that he would understand how a
good man can also be capable of terrible acts. “Well, | can see now why you have so
much fight in you, sweetheart.”

“1 do now, yes, but | didn't always. Not for along time. | ran away from Carlos and
what he did to me.”

“And what did he do, Lauren? You don't have to tell me, but it's supposed to help
isn't it, this sharing bullshit? Just pretend I’m your therapist.”

That actually makes me laugh out loud, and then, even though it's hard, | force
myself to talk. To share some of this for the first time ever. | don’t know why I'm
choosing Seb to confide in, and he certainly doesn’'t look like any therapist I’ ve ever
encountered, but between his own scarred past and the straightforward way he
discussed it, | feel comfortable enough to finally open up.

“He tortured me for years. He effectively ended my childhood at the age of ten, and
on the day it started, he sliced my hand open to keep me quiet about something | saw.
| never told, but | guess he must have developed ataste for it. He got a real kick out
of keeping me permanently scared.”

| pause, shaken by how vividly | remember it al. The mutilated stuffed toys were
only the start of it. “He' d leave me sick notes on my pillow or make up stories about



me to my mom or lock me in the pool house for hours on end. I’d find my underwear
drawer reeking of urine, and he' d stalk me on the way home from school. He told my
first boyfriend | gave great blowjobs, when | hadn’t even seen apenisin rea life, and
he stole my sister’ s favorite necklace and hid it in my room so she thought | stoleit.”
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“Heisolated you.”

He' sright, of course—that was one of the worst aspects of what happened to me as a
child. The loneliness.

“Yeah. He always had me worried. Sometimes he’' d leave me alone for awhile, and |
would hope he lost interest. But then he’d send me photos of myself in bed at night,
with him holding a knife to my throat. Once, he cut off my hair while | was asleep,
and | had to pretend | did it. It was endless, and it turned me into a nervous wreck.
Nobody suspected athing and put it all down to me beingdifficult.”

“Fucking bastard. Why would he do that to an innocent girl? His own family, for
fuck’s sake.”

“There’'s no answer to that. Now, | know there wasn't a reason—he was just a
psycho. But back then, | blamed myself. | assumed | was weak, or maybe downright
bad. Why else would he be doing those things to me? | never told a soul, he had me
so wrapped up in terror. He ruined me, made me distrust my parents, isolated me.
Made me realize our whole family business was built on blood when | was way too
young to handle thecomplexities of it all. Uncle Carlos dominated my life for too
long, and it was running away from him, and from the Montoya legacy, that drove me
into the arms of my husband. The safe bet. The boring, ordinary guy who ran an
accounting firm and seemed to offer me a world a million times different from the
one | grew up in. | made alot of bad choices based on fear, based on the way Carlos
Montoya manipulated me, and once he was dead, | swore to myself that | would
always try to be fearless from that point on.”



| look at my half-eaten plate of food. My almost-empty glass of beer. Anywhere but
at Seb. Talking about my childhood is hard, like using a muscle that has atrophied,
and | don't have any more words. I'm deflated and sad, and also pissed that, even
from beyond the grave, my scumbag uncle is still exerting power over me. | fedl like
crying and only hold it together because I'm in public. Because I'm with Seb, and |
don’t want him to pity me.

“And areyou?’ he asks, touching my chin and turning my face so I'm looking at him.
The expression in his brown eyes is intense, and he props his elbows up on the table
as he leans forward. His lips are inches away from mine, his breath a warm caress on
my skin.

“Am | what?’ | murmur, losing myself in his gaze.

“Are you fearless? Right now, Lauren, are you fearless? Or do | scare you atiny bit?’

Just like that, he has flicked a switch, and the mood has gone from confessional to
inferno. It's exactly what | need to drag me out of my low mood, and he seems to
instinctively know that. Turns out that my nipples tightening with arousal is an
excellent distraction from the pain of my past.

My pulse speeds up, and | wonder if he can actually hear my heart crashing against
my rib cage. The way his eyes swoop over me leaves me in no doubt about his
intentions, and none of them are honorable. Fearless? I’ m goddamn terrified.

The waitress returns to clear our plates, giving me a merciful moment of respite. She
leaves us with dessert menus, and | study it with way more commitment than tiramisu
and zabaglione merit. | risk a glance at him over the sheet and see him smiling
smugly. He understands how he makes me feel, damn him, and he enjoysiit.

| slam the card down on the table so hard he jolts. “Y es, you scare me atiny bit. | can



admit that without it making me weak, and you can get that shit-eating grin off your
face as well, buddy. Y ou feel it too, this thing between us, and | don’'t care how much
you pretend to be the tough guy—we both know you want me as much as | want you.
Or isit just the chase?’ | lean forward, wrapping alock of my hair around my finger
and licking my lips. “Y ou seem like the kind of man who isallabout the chase. Is that
what | am? A challenge?’

His nostrils flare, and he grabs my wrists with both his huge hands, holding them
tight in front of him. | can’t move without snapping one of my forearms, and he
knows it. “Yes, you're a fucking chalenge, Lauren. And yeah, | love the chase. |
really love the chase, and | think you do too. It's been a tough day, and I’ ve spent
most of it with blue balls because you're right, sweetheart—you are lodged in my
mind like a splinter, and | can’'t stop thinking about you. | want to flip you over on
this table right now and fuck you 'til you scream. | want to eat your pussy until you
forget your own name. | want to fill every single hole you have and mark you with
my cum. | want to make you mine, Lauren Maria Montoya Hayes, to possess you in
every way aman can possess a woman. But first, | have a very important question to
ask you.”

I’m trembling with arousal, my panties wet and my clit throbbing a needy beat. His
grip on my wrists is tight, painful, unrelenting. | have no doubt he could do all of
those things and more, and my body shamelessly wants him to. He sucks one ofmy
fingers into his mouth, swirls his tongue over the skin, then kisses his way down to
my captive wrists, nuzzling the butterfly-wing pulse point that is giving away my
excitement.

“What kind of shoes are you wearing?’

Chapter

Nine



SEBASTIAN

Her face is a picture of confusion and desire, and both are fucking delicious. We're
sharing quite the dance, both of us jostling for control and power. Physically, | win
that game, but there are many other types of power.

Hearing the anguish in her voice while she talked about her evil fuck of an uncle
amost broke me. She's overcome so much trauma she hides beneath layers of
cocksure confidence, and | feel privileged that she opened up to me. Now she's
fighting to help others who are trying to escape domestic abuse, and | couldn’t admire
her more. Coming from her background, she'll be under no illusions about the threat
that the Russian mob brings, but she's scrapping for Caroline and Nicky anyway.
Taking on a man like Volkov could unleash a world of pain in her direction, but if
she’s worried about that, she's doing a damn good job of hiding it. Now she has me
on her side, though, and if anyone lays a hand on her, that hand will not remain
attached to the owner’s body for long.

This has been a lot for both of us. Our friendly dinner turned into a soul-searching
session way more intense than anything either of us is used to, and | know how it's
made me feel—jagged,exposed, vulnerable. | rarely feel any of those things, and it
sucks balls. | can tell it’s the same for her, and I'm determined to change the tone of
our night. In fact, my cock is already stirring at what | have in mind, and the
bewildered look in her eyesisonly adding to it.

“Shoes?’ she echoes. “Y ou want to know what shoes I’ m wearing?”’

| nod as | scoop out my wallet to pay the bill. “I do, yeah. Or shall | climb under the
table and take a look for myself? Who knows what else | might get up to while I'm
down there.” | wink at her and am rewarded with a sweet blush creeping across her
cheeks.



“No! Don't do that. I'm, uh, I’'m wearing deeply unglamorous sneakers, Seb. Sorry to
disappoint.”

“What makes you think that’s a disappointment? That’s actually perfect. Much as |
loved seeing you in heels while | had my fingers in your soaking wet pussy, what |
have in mind for tonight calls for something more practical. Like you said, we both
enjoy the chase, and | think we both deserve a little fun. So how about we take the
chase a step further? How about we make it real ?’

She fights to keep her cool, capturing her plump lower lip between her teeth in a way
that makes her look like a nervous schoolgirl. It makes me more feral for her, and |
let go of her wrists before I'm tempted to drag her into my lap. “How would that
work?’ shefinally says, her head tilted to one side.

“Pretty ssimple, sweetheart. You run, you hide, then | hunt you. You're my prey. If
you want to try to fight me off, giveit your best shot.”

Her pupils blow wide, and she sucksin a breath. “What happens if you catch me?’

“1 think you already know the answer to that. Y ou get fucked, any way | choose. | do
whatever | want to you, no holds barred.”
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“No holds barred?’ There's aflicker of something deeper there, but she clamps down
onit. “What if | want you to stop?’

“Then you tell me to stop. You can trust me to listen. | might act like an animal
sometimes, but I'm not one. If it makes you feel better, we could use a safe word.”

Sheturnsit over in her mind, and I’m surprised that this all seems new to her. | would
have expected a woman with her enthusiasm and experience to have experimented
with the darker side of sex before now, but it all seems fresh to her. Which, of course,
makes it even more fucking exciting. There's a whole world of play | can introduce
my littlevirginto if she'll let me.

“My safe word can be ‘chainsaw’ then,” shereplies, arching an eyebrow at me.
“Okay, I'll bite—why chainsaw?’

“Because that’s what my family will use to dismember your still-breathing body with
if | ask them to.”

It's a decent attempt at a power play, but I’ ve been threatened by bigger and nastier
people than Lauren. “Understood. So, what do you say? Feel like giving it atry, Hot
Sauce? Or are you too scared?”’

She stands up abruptly, hands on her curvaceous hips and a wicked smile on her lips.
“You're very sure of yourself, Seb. Maybe I'll be the one who wins the game and
getsto fuck you any way | choose instead. Wouldn't that be fun? Now, | assume | get
some kind of head start? Are there any rules | need to know about?’



And there sheis again, all fire and fury. The way this woman goes from wide-eyed to
warrior in seconds is intoxicating. “Your head start lasts as long as it takes me to
throw cash on this table. What are you standing there for, Lauren? Run.” | lam my
hands down flat on the surface with the last word, and she jumps in shock.

Her curls tumble out of the loose bun on top of her head, and she laughs as she grabs
her purse and saunters to the door of the restaurant. She doesn’'t run, oh no—she
leaves in exaggerated slow motion, sashaying those hips, swaying that killer behind
from side to side like ametronome. | stare at her juicy, round ass, mesmerized by her,
just like half the men in the room. She pauses in the doorway, looks over her
shoulder, and gives me a little wave before she bolts across the street. The minx
knows exactly what she's doing, and now I’'m stuck here for a few minutes longer
while | wait for my raging erection to die down. Well played, Ms. Montoya.

| concentrate on unsexy thoughts, pay up, and leave a generous tip. | clocked exactly
where she was heading, so | have time to go to my car, which | parked in a secluded
spot behind the restaurant, and shove a few items into my pocket. | pull a black
sweater on over my shirt and jog at an easy pace across the road. It's dark, the way it
only by the moon and the glow spilling from bars and clubs on the main street. | stop
and look around to get my bearings. This place is busy, so she'll have headed
somewhere quieter, more private. She wants to be caught as much as | want to catch
her.

| have home-turf advantage and know where each and every alleyway in this
neighborhood starts and ends. Methodically, | make my way down all of them,
finding nothing more interesting than overflowing dumpsters and a young lad taking
a piss. | check creaking fire escapes and shadowed doorways and al the other little
hiding spots that a city at night offers. | look inside the pubs in case she's hiding in
plain sight, then check out a nearby car park. Lots of spots to shelter there, as well as
lifts and staircases. She could be crouching down beside one of the vehicles. |
Imagine grabbing her, throwing her against a car bonnet, and slamming my cock



inside her.

She's not there, though, and the only thing | end up with is a stiff dick. Fuck’s sake,
this is getting annoying. I’ve been at this a while, and | expected to be balls-deep in
her by now, not wandering around the streets like a clown.

| go still and remind myself who I’'m dealing with. She's clever, she's competitive,
and she’'s not going to make this easy for me. Just because | saw her heading off in
this direction doesn’t mean she stayed here. It could have been a deliberate bluff, and
she could easily have doubled back. She could have played me for a fool, and if she
has, I’ll have to take my revenge in away we' |l both enjoy.

| retrace my steps, passing Vincenzo's again, and instinct tells me that’ s exactly what
happened. | don't know whether it's a lingering whiff of her perfume or something
more primal, but | suddenly know she's nearby. Not letting my excitement show on
my face, | school my expression into one of annoyance.

| stand on the street corner, huffing and puffing and staring at my watch as though
I’m about to give up. Then | stroll slowly toward the quiet spot where | left the car,
holding my phone to my ear even though it’s switched off. It was no lie when | said
she was going to be my prey, and like al good hunters, | can tell when my prey is
close. The weight of her eyesison meas| click my car keys and listen to the beep of
the locks. If she's watching—and | know she is—she'll be delighted with herself.
She'll see exactly what | want her to see: afrustrated man who has had enough of this
game and is chatting on the phone as he prepares to leave. | glance down at the side
mirror and catch a fleeting glimpse of movement behind me. I'm tempted to let her
have this win—I"m curious as to what she'd do with her prize. The temptation isn’t
guite strong enough though, and as | slide my phone back into my pocket, | allow
myself asmall smile of anticipation.

| whirl around and catch her about to pounce, her hand stretched out before her as



though she was going to tap me on the shoulder. The look of shock on her face when
| confront her is perfection. She lets out a squeal, then quickly turns to run. Not
guickly enough to avoid being grabbed and slammed into my body though. | tear her
purse from her shoulder and throw it into the car, keeping a tight grip on her. Her
shocked look is now edged with panic, her eyes rolling wildly as | crush her against
me. It goes straight to my cock, that panic, that squeal, that rapid-fire breathing and
the way she struggles against me. She flails around in my arms, trying to lash out and
discovering | have her pinned so tight she's trapped. She raises a knee, aimed at the
traditional area, but expecting it, | block her. Next, she stamps down on my foot as
hard as she can, which might have been more effective if | wasn’'t wearing tough
boots.

“Gotcha,” | whisper, nuzzling her hair, completely inflamed by her efforts to escape.

She bares her teeth and seems furious enough to try to take a chunk out of me. | spin
her around, slam her against the car, and drag both arms behind her back. | hold her
wrists with one hand, tugging them dlightly upward to let her know who's in charge
here. It has to hurt, but she's still fighting, so | slip my other hand around to the front
of her neck.

“You're mine,” | mutter, gently squeezing the slender column of her throat. “And the
more you struggle, the more this will hurt. Or is that what you want, eh, sweetheart?
Y ou want a big bad man to fuck you while you fight? Y ou want a stranger to take you
in the dark?’

| slam my groin into her as | speak, and she whimpers as she feels my cock press
against her. “Yeah. That iswhat you want, my dirty little slut.”

I’m so distracted by the scent of her fear, by our bodies pressed together, that when
she slams her head back and triesa reverse headbutt, | barely dodge it. She manages
to catch my chin, and the flash of pain makes me angry. Another twist of her arms,



not enough to harm her but enough to make her cry out, and | take a pair of zip ties
from my pocket. Within seconds, she's trussed up, and | clamp my hand over her
mouth to stop her yelling out any objections. We're in a sheltered spot here, but |
don’t want any good Samaritans getting in the way of our fun and games.

| pull open the back door of my SUV and shove her roughly inside. She lands on the
back seat face first, her ass in the air exactly how | want it. | climb in behind her,
close the door, and lean down over her trembling body so my mouth is right by her
ear. “Say that safe word. Tell meto stop. Or carry on fighting and see what happens.”

Tears are flowing from the scrunched-up corners of her eyes, and her breath is
coming in short, ragged gusts. Of course, I'll stop if she wants me to, but it will use
up al of my self-control and possibly be the biggest letdown of my entire fucking
life. She shakes her head, still looking furious, her eyes darting everywhere like she's
looking for a way to escape. My hand is on the seat beside her, and | pull it away
before she manages to bite my finger. Growling, | wrap my fist in her hair and pull
her head up sharply, making her yelp. “You can’'t win. I’'m bigger than you. I'm
stronger than you. Y ou are nothing more than my prey.”

She glares at me and manages a muffled “fuck you.”

| fight back a smile at her spirit and push her face down into the upholstery. “Unless
you want me to gag you, those better be the last words coming out of your filthy
mouth.”

| climb behind her, and she kicks out, catching one of my thighs with a decent shot.
Her arms are safely zip-tied behind her, but her legs are still athreat. “Keep fighting,
Lauren. Keep struggling. It only makes me want to fuck you harder when | see your
ass bouncing around like that.”

| grab the hem of her little black dress and tug it up over her backside. The sight of



that tanned arse in the air, her bound arms, the scrap of lace she calls panties... Fuck.
| wanted to take my time, to torture her and make her beg, but thisistoo much. | slap
her ass repeatedly, feeling the sting on the flat of my hand and loving the sound of her
yellsas | turn her skin red. God, what I’d give for a paddle or the space to use a belt
properly. She's squealing and wriggling as | lay into her, and the scent coming from
her pussy is fucking amazing.

With her legs spread, arousal spills from her opening, her thighs growing dlick
already. | unzip my pants and pull out my cock, which is the hardest it's ever damn
well been, then slap her ass with it. Her breath catches in her throat.

I’m so desperate, | don’t bother to take her panties off. | shove the flimsy material of
the thong to one side and drive myself straight into her. There’'s no gradual, there’ s no
careful, no easing her in—I just ssam my dick as far inside her as | can, my balls
slapping against her wetness as | bang her. “Y ou're mine, Lauren. | can do thisto you
whenever | want. Wherever you are, whatever you're doing, | can find you. | can
hunt you down, and | can take you.”
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| grip her hip with one hand and put the other on the back of her neck, holding her
down like the predator | am, nailing her as hard as | can. I'm usually more
considerate with my women, but right now I'm all animal. She lets out low moans
and cries, her hair spilled over the seats, her flesh jiggling as | hammer her into
oblivion. Her pussy walls clench around me, and her breathing hits a desperate
rhythm.

“Come for me, sweetheart.” | squeeze her ass cheeks so hard I'll leave fingerprints.
That's what | want. | want to leave my mark. | want to claim her. Her pussy is
tightening around my cock, and we're both so close now. | shove her dress higher,
running my hands along her sweat-dlicked skin, pushing herflatter down on the seats.
I’'m firmly on top of her, her wrists tied, her legs parted, her whole body a my
fucking mercy.

| sweep back her long hair and, without warning, sink my teeth into her shoulder. |
bite down hard enough to taste the coppery tang of her blood on my tongue, and she
screams at both the bite and the orgasm that now rips through her. My dick is milked,
her whole body juddering beneath me, and it seems to go on forever—one big, long
ripple of pleasure rolling through her. | finally shoot my load into her, letting out a
yell of my own as| come.

Holy fucking shit. | think that was the most powerful orgasm in the known world of
orgasms.

| stay where | am for a few moments, trying to drag myself back to reality.
Eventually, | pull out of her and sit up behind her shaking form. Her quivering body
IS a disaster zone: Her ass bears my rough paw print in the middle of skin that is



spanked cherry red, and her spread legs reveal a pink pussy that is drenched in our
cum. Her hip is already bruising from where | grabbed her, and the dress is ripped,
showing the blood-tinged bite mark on her shoulder. I’ve never seen anything so
fucking gorgeousin my life. “Seb... Please. Please untie me.”

Her voice islow and pleading, and | cut the ties loose and help her upright. | rub her
wrists gently, helping her get the circulation back in her veins, and smooth her wild
hair away from clammy, tear-stained cheeks. “Ouch,” she says as her backside hits
the seat. “What the fuck was that?’

“That, sweetheart, was a whole lot of fun. Are you okay? Want me to kiss anything
better? Gloria must be sore.” She glares at me and then bursts out laughing. | love this
aspect of Lauren. The way she so nimbly moves between dark and light, like she's
made of both.

“Aw, you remembered her name—how sweet. And she's just fine, thank you. That
was... intense. Who the fuck carries zip ties around in their trunk, by the way?’

| shrug, slip my arm around her shoulders, and pull her in for a cuddle. “Y ou do know
| run a security firm, right, babe? And sometimes | need to make sure things are...
secure.”

Her eyes narrow as she turns the information over in her mind. “What else do you
have back there?’

| laugh and squeeze her closer. “Maybe, if you're a very good girl, I'll share my
whole bag of tricks with you. But for now, that was enough. Would you like to come
back to my place? | make a mean full English breakfast.”

As soon as | ask, | redlize it was a mistake. This woman might unravel beneath my
fingertips where sex is concerned, and we definitely connected in a different way



over dinner tonight, but her rules are not there to be broken. She's more likely to
scream “chainsaw” at the thought of a cozy night in than she is while getting tied up
and violently fucked.

“1 told you, | don’t do slegpovers, Seb.”

And just like that, the shutters come down again. Maybe, | tell myself, it's for the
best. She's Sam’s colleague, she’'s young enough to be my daughter, and she's a
fucking Montoya.

It might be for the best, but it fucking hurts in away | can’'t quite explain. Again, |
have offered her more than sex, and again, she’ s rgjected it. That should make her the
perfect fucking woman, but it stings.

“Then I'll take you home.”

She shakes her head, her curls bouncing around her face. “I'd rather call acab.”
“Lauren. You can't let me...” | scrub a hand down my face and blow out a breath.
“Can’t let you what?’

| stare at her, the woman who drives me crazy. The paradox that is Lauren Montoya
Hayes. Vulnerable and confident. Wild and sensitive. Damaged, yet as strong as
anyone |'ve ever met. “You can't let me fuck you like that and not take care of you
afterward.”

She grabs her purse and shrugs it onto her shoulder. “1 can take care of myself.”

“l only want to drive you home, sweetheart. | won't ask to come in, and you don't
even have to speak to me. Please, can you let me do that?’



“Fine,” she huffs, pulling her dress down to cover her thighs.

| climb into the driver’s seat, and she stays in the back while I drive her home, like
I’m her cabbie. She doesn’t speak, and | don’t push her. What we did was intense.
Maybe this is how she deals with it. I'd much rather be running her a warm bath and
tucking her up in a nice soft bed, curled up next to me, of course, but who am | to
know what’ s best for her?

When | pull up outside her building, she opens the door. | want to ask if she's okay
but don’t want to get into another argument, so | ssmply tell her goodnight. She offers
me a breezy goodbye in return, and | watch her window until her light goes on and |
know she’'s safe. Thiswoman isin an enigma. And she is going to be the ruin of me.

Chapter

Ten

LAUREN

Ispend a restless night in my cute little apartment by the river, unable to process
exactly what's going on with me. I'm a confident woman who's not afraid to
experiment when it comes to sex, but this feels like more than an experiment. This
feels life-changing. I, of all people, should be repulsed by what happened tonight. |
should be sickened at being hunted, being bound, and then being fake-raped in the
back of an SUV. So why did | agree to any of it? Why did | love it so much? Why is
my clit throbbing at the memory of being thrown onto the backseat and screwed by a
man who enjoyed hurting me?

I’ve showered, slipped into my favorite PJs, and I'm sitting on my little balcony,
watching the water flow by in the moonlight. | have a glass of wine to help the
thought process, and a pile of work files to go through if | start to bore myself. |



wonder if | should treat this mystery like a case and make notes on one of my big
yellow legal pads. The thought of trying to describe Seb and the way he so
effortlessly controls my body is hilarious. | concentrate on the wine instead. I'll
probably never figure it out, and | probably shouldn’t bother trying. Maybe | should
just go along for the ride and enjoy it.
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If only it were that ssimple. | like Seb. Our conversation tonight was, in many ways,
more intimate than the sex that followed. There's a danger that | could grow to feel
more than “like” toward him, and | can't let that happen. | can't give my heart to
another man only to see him trample all over it like my ex-husband did.

Marshall—the safe, boring accountant—was actually a gambling addict who was also
screwing half the croupiers in Atlantic City. | escaped that one with a crack in my
heart and a bigger dent in my savings. But with clarity of hindsight, | realized that he
wasn't right for me anyway. He certainly never fulfilled me the way Seb does.
Gloria's had more orgasms with Seb already than | did in two years with Marshall.

No, | can’t risk falling in love again. | am free of Carlos, free of marriage, free to be
myself. | need to be careful, because a man like Sebastian Donovan could jeopardize
all of that. A man who's been engaged five times and is, according to Sam, incapable
of committing to a faithful long-term relationship. Casual | can do—more than that?
No way.

He's afailed serial monogamist, and I’ ve made it clear to him that I’'m not interested
in that. I’'m confused as to why he doesn’t seem to want to accept that, and the only
answer | can come up with is, yet again, that I'm a challenge. It's al a bit of a
headfuck, and I’m glad of the distraction when my phone rings.

| smile when | see that it is an incoming video call from my cousin Algandro.
Algiandro might be the head of the Montoya empire, but he will aways be my
surrogate big brother, the handsome boy all my friends had a crush on, and the only
person | ever considered telling about Carlos. He is aso, right now, rocking two
super-cute babiesto sleep in little bouncy chairsin his office.



| laugh out loud when | see him, his million-dollar suit disheveled, his normally
perfectly groomed hair askew. “The great Alggandro Montoya, defeated by a pair of
one-year-olds.”

He pulls a face. “These are no ordinary one-year-olds, prima. These are pure devils.
They must get it from my wife'sside.”

“Claro estal Except | hear your wife is an angel and you are a direct descendant of €l
Diablo himself, my friend. Now let me see them properly please.” He smiles and
brings the camera closer to the two sleeping boys, Dario and Tomas. | sigh at their
chubby cheeks and unruly hair. “Beautiful. Now, why are you calling me so late?’

“It's not even five in the afternoon here, Lauren. And | needed to let you know that
there’ s been an incident.”

“An incident? That could mean anything from a missing nuclear warhead to Mama
losing her car keysagain.”

“1t does involve your mama—»but don’t worry, she'sfine.”

I’m glad he added that quickly. My heart lurched when he mentioned her. Neither of
my parents is exactly younger anymore, and I’ ve reached the age where late-night
phone calls from home carry a certain weight. “Okay, good. So what’s the problem,
and why does it involve me?’

“There's been a cybersecurity breach. You know Jax normally has us nailed down
and safe, but your mama... Well, your mom decided to go rogue.”

Jax is Algandro’s right-hand man, best friend, and expert on all things tech related.
It's hard to imagine how Mamé managed to sneak anything past him.



“She got all fired up by some silver surfers’ course she attended with your tia Maria,”
he continues. “And she went and bought herself a brand-new laptop without telling
anyone. She didn’t even have a basic commercial security program on there, never
mind one good enough for us.” | can hear the frustration in his voice, but | have to
smile.

My mama, the rebel—words | never thought would go together. “ So what’ s the issue,
cousin? Has she been approached by a playboy billionaire, because | hear that can be
apretty wild ride.”

He pauses, 1ooks at the babies, and smiles when he sees they are asleep. It's nice to
see this master of the universe so content with his home life, and | vow that | will
make the effort to meet his wife, Alana, very soon. He turns his attention back to me,
and | notice he has more stubble than usual. Still disgustingly handsome though,
damn him—he always had longer eyelashes than me, and my fifteen-year-old self
still hasn't quite forgiven him.

“It's serious, Lauren. She had everything on there—everything. Names, addresses,
dates of birth. Even security codes for our homes, bank details, credit cards, the lot.
She said she was trying to go paperless.”

Thistime | can’'t hold the laughter in, and he glares at me all the way from California.
“It's not funny. You've kept your distance, and |’ ve respected that, but your details
were on there as well. Whoever this hacker is, they’ re good—»both Jax and a cyber
specialist we know in New York say so. They used her email and accounts to sneak
into ours. We barely noticed they were there to start with, they were so subtle.
Chunks of money here and there, car rentas, credit cards being opened in my
name—used to rack up huge charges on sex chat lines, for fuck’s sake. Then it took a
more sinister turn. My dad answered the door to a funeral director who came to
collect his body. The address of the center for abused women and children that Alana
runs was leaked to clients' former partners, and we had to send a small army in to



keep them safe from the asshole parade. And today, | received a notification from a
fake news site—a damn convincing one—that said an American citizen named
Lauren Hayes was killed in a terror attack in London. | knew logically itwasn't true,
because there’ s been no terror attack, but just for a moment, Lauren...”

“Algandro, al of that is awful—I'm especially sorry about the women’s shelter. But
I’'m safe and well, | promise you. Have you found out who's behind it? Have you
caught them?”

He leans forward and presses a few buttons on his keyboard. “Almost. Do you
remember Rafe Torres?’

| shiver dlightly at the name and the memory it dredges up. “Big guy. Tattoos. Lived
permanently up Uncle Carlos's butt crack.”

He nods. “Yeah. Right up until we killed him. Anyway, turns out he has a
kid—Diego. Not a muscle man like his dad, actually has brains and was studying
computer design at Columbia until he got caught falsifying test papers. He's twenty-
nine now, old enough to know better, but the brat lives in Rome as part of some kind
of cyber collective. Sounds like an excuse to live in a squat and fuck people’ s lives up
long-distance to me. We sent a team, but he was already gone. Jax has been tracking
him and thinks it's possible he's on his way to London. Which, in case you hadn’t
noticed, iswhere you live. Any chance at all | can persuade you to fly hometo LA for
awhile?’

“Nope. | know you have my best interests at heart, Algjandro, and | will be forever
grateful to you for what you and Jax did for me in Florida, but | have a life here. |
can’t run home with my tail between my legs at the first hint of trouble.” | see him
struggle with my refusal and know that this is hard for him—Algandro Montoya is
not a man who hears the word no very often, plus he loves me very much. We were
close growing up and have remained so over the years, as much as our lifestyles



alow.

“Can | send someone to keep an eye on you, then? Someone | trust?’

“l know what you mean by ‘keep an eye on me,’ and it involves twenty-four-hour
surveillance and some strange guygoing into the ladies room with me. It's a hard
pass, I'm afraid. But I’'m not stupid, and I’'m not dismissing this, | promise you. If
you' re worried, then | should betoo. | just want to handle it my own way, all right? If
| struggle, you'll be the first to hear, but I think 1’1l be okay. | know some people.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Y ou know some people? Y ou want to send me their names,
I’ll run some checks? Or... Hmmm, you have that look in your eyes, cousin. Have
you been running checks yourself? The up-close-and-personal kind?’

“That would be telling,” | reply, grinning at him before we say our goodbyes. | know
full well that he'll have it al figured out in hours. Jax will look into my new job, and
then they’ll come across Samantha, and that trail will inevitably lead them to
Archangel. There'll be a fat dossier on everything from what their current contracts
are through to what Seb likes for breakfast by the time they’ re finished.

| sigh and sip more of my wine. | love my cousin and the rest of my family, but it's
exactly this kind of bullshit that | was so desperate to get away from. Enemies around
every corner, constant threats, the lies and the subterfuge, the never-ending need to
have one eye looking over your shoulder. It's what | was born into, but that doesn’t
mean | haveto likeit.

| stare down at the moonlight reflecting off the water and wonder if I'll ever have a
simple life. Nah, probably not, | decide, standing up to go back inside—and who
would want that anyway?
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Chapter
Eleven
LAUREN

When | wake up the next day, a package has been pushed through my mailbox,
delivered by courier. | open the padded manila envelope, and a SIM card falls out,
along with a typed note from Jax, advising me on how to be careful with my digital
footprint and telling me to insert the SIM into my phone. It will, apparently, be the
same phone number, but unhackable. | don’t understand the details, but | trust Jax
enough to do as he asks. The smiley face he drew at the bottom of the page makes me
laugh.

Today is Saturday, and I’'m meeting Samantha at a health club between her house in
the country and my apartment in the city. We're calling it work, but I’m not sure if it
counts if you do it in bathrobes while sipping cucumber water. As | do my face
before heading out to Surrey, | notice the bite mark on my shoulder, and a little
tremor of desire flutters through me at the memory of the man who marked me. Even
if it never happens again, I'll never forget the thrill of last night. The primal way he
took me, the delicious threat in his voice when he told me he could hunt me down any
time he wanted. Everything aboutit, including my war wound, was sensational. |
apply foundation over the bite, feeling like a teenager with a hickey, and hope |
remember to keep my robe collar pulled high.

| find Sam already in her robe by the time | arrive, sitting at a table by the window in
the restaurant. After getting changed, | join her, and we decide to order a light lunch



and dive into the work part of the day first. | fill her in on our current cases, and
together we come up with strategies and update our action points. She's still only
working one day a week and plans to keep it to four after her maternity leave ends. |
can't help thinking, though, that a part-time Samantha is worth a full-time anyone
else. She has a laser-like ability to see through bullshit and cut to the heart of cases,
and her passion for helping her clients is undiminished by motherhood, marriage, or
any of the other demands on her time. | don’t have al the gory details, but | do know
she was previously married to a man who abused her and eventually tried to kill her.
I’m sure that left its scars, but she has taken the pain and turned it into a mission in
our family law practice.

After a couple hours of discussion and note-taking, we' ve managed to get through the
whole stack of case files we brought with us. They're in a giant heap under our table,
ready to be put back into my rolling briefcase. | remember what Alegjandro said about
the women’'s shelter being hacked and ask Sam if Donovan, Cook, and Hayes will
ever go paperless.

“l like the idea,” she says, poking the pile with her bare toe. “Now I’ve got Max, I'm
alot more interested in saving the planet. And yes, we have started to digitize some
of the files, closed casesin particular. When it comes to the ongoing ones, though, so
far we' ve stuck to doing it the old-fashioned way. Why do you ask?’

“Paranoia about being hacked,” | say honestly. “There's a situation with my family
back in the States. | should probably tell you about it.”

“Go for it. I'm a captive audience.”
| plunge right in and give her the abridged history of the Montoyas, who thankfully

she at least hasn’t heard of. She looks surprised but unfazed when | share my family
highlight reel and fill her in on the recent cyberattack.



“I"'m sorry | didn't tell you about my family years ago, Sam. | thought you’ d be more
shocked.”

She laughs. “My life so far has taught me to never be shocked at anything, Lauren,
and as for telling me years ago—we were kids. We were at uni. We were al trying to
reinvent ourselves to some degree or another, weren't we? And look, | get it. | grew
up around Archangel when it was alot less civilized than it is now. Talking of which,
you should speak to my dad and Gabriel about al of this. I'm sure they can help. |
warn you, though, they do have atendency to overreact to the smallest threat.”

“l was planning on speaking to them, yeah. | feel better for sharing it with you,
anyway. I’'m sureit’ll come to nothing, but...”

“Y ou never know?’

“Exactly.”

“Right,” exclaims Sam, tightening the belt of her robe. “That’s that sorted. Let’s stow
these and get our Jacuzzi on. | feel guilty when | have too much time away from the
boys, but the fact that we' ve worked as well means I’'m allowed to sauna myself silly
for the rest of the day. Ah, pure bliss.”

We make our way around the spa circuit, getting thoroughly warmed, cooled, and
steamed as we go. We finish off on heated beds at the side of the swimming pool,
luxuriating in the warmth seeping through our skin.

“1 know we' re supposed to have finished work, but | wondered how the Volkov case
iIsgoing?’

| blow out a puff of air. “Not going to lie, it's atough one. There’s no doubt at al in
my mind about the way that womanhas been treated, but the problem is going to be



proving it. None of his staff will breathe a word because they’re all too scared, and he
made sure she doesn’'t have friends.”

“Of course he did,” she murmurs, shaking her head. “Have you spoken to her about
diary keeping and safe evidence gathering going forward?’ | nod and assure her that |
have. As much as it breaks my heart to think of her there in that terrifying
environment, the more proof Caroline can collect of the abuse, the better. The balance
is making sure she and Nicky stay safe while she does it. Plus, she hasn’t made her
mind up completely about what she wants to do next—I suspect part of her is simply
hoping things improve despite knowing they won't.

“How many cases do you think you've handled that have the same storyline as this
one?’ Sam asks. “Maybe not as dramatic, but basically the same. Ten? A hundred? A
thousand?’ I’'m not sure she needs an answer, and I'mright. “I just... | get so sad and
S0 angry, you know? So many of these women are sucked in by the surface charm, by
the promise of a happy ending. By the attention they’'re showered with at the
beginning. For ages after what happened to me, | thought | was weak. | thought | did
something to attract him, my ex-husband. | even managed to convince myself that it
was my fault—that something about me screamed victim and pulled him in. But is it
so wrong to want love? To trust? To believe the fairy tale could come true?’

| reach out and touch her hand. “Of courseit isn’t. And it wasn't your fault—I’ Il say
that even though you now know it. We can't say these things enough—it was not
your fault. Anyway, the fairy tale can definitely come true. Look at you and Gabriel.”
She blushes, and her smile leaves no doubt that she's found her happy ending in
every way possible.

“Can | ask you something, Sam? If it s too personal, just say so, | won't mind.”

“1 won’'t know until you ask,” she says. “Go for it.”



“Okay. | was wondering... After what you went through with your ex, how did you
feel about, uh, well, about sex? Was it hard to overcome the ghosts of the past? Were
you so traumatized that it was an issue for you?”’

She sits up, and | get the feeling she can read my mind. “I’'m happy to discuss that
with you, if you can explain why you want to know. Persona goes both ways, and
I’ve learned to be careful with myself when it comes to Jackson and everything he
did to me.”

| take a deep breath. Time to be a big girl now, Lauren. “Fair enough. | won’'t go into
al the details, but last year | was kidnapped and assaulted by a group of men in
Florida. | was representing one of their wives, and they decided the best way to deal
with the situation was to hold me hostage in a cabin out in the boondocks. | was there
for three days, and it was... Well, it was as bad as you can imagine. After that, | was
determined not to let them win. Determined not to let it destroy my life, to define me,
you know?’

She nods firmly. “I do know. And I’'m sorry, Lauren. I’m so sorry that happened to
you. To answer your question, yes. | did have alot of hang-ups. Until | met Gabridl,
obviously, who I've basically been in love with since | was a child. It's not always
been easy, navigating our way through both our pasts, both our problems, but | have
to say... sex is definitely not one of those problems.”

| can’'t help but laugh at that. Anyone can see how hot those two are for each other;
it's pretty much written on their faces in neon letters every time they’re together.
“What about you, Lauren? How has it been for you since then?’
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“Fine. Good. Okay. | mean, I've carried on dating. Not all men are kidnapping
assholes, and I've had alot of fun. | was married, briefly, before Florida, and the sex
with him was so boring | thought my clit had given up and atrophied. After
wedivorced, | got my mojo back. | started to really enjoy it again, and | couldn’t let
those redneck assholes stea that from me. That said, I’'ve always preferred sex a
certain way. Energetic, loud, and usually with me in charge. Until... Well, until |
started enjoying something else, which iskind of freaking me out.”

“What kind of thing are we talking here?’

“Um... | suppose stuff that involves being controlled. Tied up. Restrained. Dark shit.
Stuff | should hate, that | should be traumatized by, that | should never in a million
years enjoy.”

Sam laughs, shaking her head at me. “There is no ‘should’ when it comes to sex. The
body and the mind are complicated beasts. This might be too much information, but |
aso enjoy those things with Gabe. At first, | couldn’t understand it, and it set al
kinds of red flags off in my feminist brain, but then | made a deal with myself—if
feminism is about equality, then why shouldn’t | have as many orgasms as a man, any
damn way | want to have them? When | was with my ex-husband, it was abuse. With
Gabridl, it's... Wéll, it's bloody mind blowing, to be honest. The things that man
doesto me...” She fans her flushed face. “ Anyway, enough of that. The point is, yes,
maybe right now with you, it's away of reclaiming. Of processing.”

“Maybe. Maybe | can fuck all the pain away.”

“If you're both consenting adults, why not? Like | said, it's complicated. If you ever



need me, I’'m here to talk, and | also have the name of a good therapist. For the time
being though, you seem to be having a great time. Don’t think | haven’'t noticed the
bruises or that bite mark on your shoulder. Now that | know you got them the good
old-fashioned way, through delicious rough sex, it's time to tell me all. Who knew
cello players had it in them?”

| freeze, my cheeks blazing and my hand going self-consciously to my marked
shoulder. Should | lie? Tell her cello players are indeed wild in the sack?

| obviously pause too long, and a look of horror settles on her pretty face. “Oh god,
no,” she mutters. “Please tell me I’'m wrong. Please tell me you haven't been talking
about my dad all thistime. | think | might be sick.”

Part of me wants to laugh at her reaction, although | totally understand it. “Sorry,
Sam. What can | say? Y our dad’'s hot.”

“No, he’s not. He's my dad. And he's so much older than you. Can’'t we pretend it
was someone else? Like, | don’t know, Daniel Craig, maybe?’

“1 think Daniel Craig isactualy older than your dad.”

She looks frustrated. “That doesn’t matter—at least he's not my father. Look, I'm
being silly, and | know | am. I’'m under no illusions about my dad being a saint, and if
you two really like each other, then go for it. Just be careful, okay? | love him to bits,
but the man collects women like they’re butterflies. | don’t want you to get hurt. Plus,
yuck, double yuck, and triple yuck to the images you've put in my head.” She
shudders. “Come on, let’s go back to mine. | need to drink al the alcohol in the entire
world right now. | might have to bathe my eyeballsin vodka.”

| smile, partly at her reaction and the image she just conjured in my mind's eye, but
mostly because it’s because I’ m thinking about her dad—and how much I'd like call



him Daddy.

Chapter

Twelve

SEBASTIAN

I’'m not in an especialy good mood today, and the update about the Mclverson
takeover isn't helping. “What the fuck do you mean,he needs more time? Does he
need more time as much as he needs a working brain stem, the dickhead? I'm sick of
their shit. I’'m starting to think this deal isn’t worth it. Let’s fuck them off and leave
them to whatever fate has in store. I’ll dance on their fucking graves.”

Gabriel gives me that look that says, “chill out you arsehole.” He might be younger
than me, but he's the calm one, and that look usually works. | trust his judgment, and
if Gabriel thinks I’'m losing the plot, then | probably am. Today, though? Today I'm
in the mood for afight, and | don’t really care where | find it. It's been days since |
dropped Lauren off after our night at Vincenzo's, and she's been radio silent. Maybe
| was being arrogant, but | was convinced I'd hear from her. Convinced that she'd be
back for more. The fact that she’'s ghosting me is driving me crazy, and | have a
strong urge to punch someone in the face.

“What are you looking at?’ | snap at Taylor, the new lad. He's a big, blond brute
lurking at the back of the room, watching me so intensely I'm starting to feel like an

exhibit at afreak show.

He jumps to attention and does a double take. “Umm... Nothing, Boss. Just, you
know, learning?’

“Learning? What is this, fucking uni? Go and make yourself useful, kid. And make



me some coffee.” He actually gives me a salute before he leaves and looks thrilled at
the chance to do something for me. Bloody hell, when did | start running a
kindergarten?

“There' s no point blowing the whole deal just because they’ ve pissed you off, Seb,”
Gabriel says, leaning on my desk with his arms crossed. “Alex and Jacob reckon
they’re stalling in case they can find a better offer. We both know they can’'t, and
they’ll come crawling back to usin aweek or so.”

| slam my fist down, still furious—with the Mclversons, with Gabriel, with Lauren.
Mainly with myself for giving so much of a shit. “That’s not the point though, isit?
This business is full of sharks. If we look weak, we are weak, and some wannabe
fuck knuckle will come sniffing at the blood in the water. Is it that little weasel
Jmmy again?’

“Probably, Boss,” says Alex, looking to Jacob for confirmation.

“Isit or isn't it, lads? And how about you give me some facts rather than eye-fucking
each other?” Both men bristle, and dammit, I’m pushing their buttons on purpose.

Gabriel shakes his head wearily. “What crawled up your arse this morning? Sort your
shit out, will you, because thisisn’t helping anybody.”

Gabriel is my best mate, my son-in-law, and the father of my precious baby grandson.
Right now, though, his still looks like a face | want to punch. | stand up, knocking
over my chair behind me, and the tension in the room ratchets up. I’'m considering
who to swing at first when Taylor hustles back into the room, carrying a tray of
drinks. I'm so wound up, | want to slap thedamn thing in his face. He stares at me
again, in that borderline creepy way of his. “There's someone here to see you, Boss.”

“Well, tell them to fuck off, son—can’'t you see we're busy?’



“Yeah, | can, but she said you' d want to see her. She was pretty insistent.”

“She? Did you ask her what her name was?’ Taylor nods and says he did, looking
proud as punch about it. “And? What was it?’
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“Oh! Sorry.” He shakes his head. “ She said to tell you Gloriawas looking for you.”

The name hits me like a fist to the gut, and | straighten my chair to buy time. | don’t
want the lads here to see me swooning like a lovesick arsehole. “Right. Okay. Let's
pick thisup later. And... Well, I’'m sorry for being a prick, al right?’

“It’s okay, guv,” Alex pipes up as they leave the room. “We're used to it.”
Cheeky bastard.

He does a double take as he encounters Lauren in the doorway, and fuck me, | can’t
blame the man. She's wearing a skin-tight black pencil skirt with a little dlit on the
side and ared silk blouse that clings to her breasts. She looks completely edible, and
my jeans suddenly don’t feel big enough.

“Lauren,” Gabriel says, nodding politely. “Nice to see you again.” He makes no
comment about the Gloria thing, which is lucky—I"d never forgive him if he made
me discuss her pussy with him. He makes a move to leave the office, but she holds up
her hand. “Actually, this might be something you both need to hear.”

Now I'm intrigued as well as horny, and | shrug as he stays behind. This has got to be
business, and | need to stop imagining what it’d be like to bend her over my desk and
fill her with my now-throbbing cock.

She takes a seat and crosses one elegant leg over the other in a way that doesn’t help
the throbbing. “1 might need a little light security,” she says. “I thought I'd come to
you guysfirst.”



“Why? What the fuck is wrong? What’s going on?’ It comes out as more of a snarl
than | intended, and Gabriel looks surprised. I’ m furious at the thought of her being in
any kind of danger, and I’'m unable to hide it. She looks at me with those dazzling
amber eyes, and her knowing smile leaves me breathless.

“There's probably nothing wrong, and this is just a precaution. Seb, have you told
Gabriel about my family?’

| shake my head. Of course not. That was private.

She flashes me a smile that makes me feel like | passed a test. “Okay, Gabriel, my
father is Phillipe Montoya. My cousin is Algandro Montoya,” she says, watching
him for hisreaction.

| know him better than she does, so | see the slight widening of his eyes, the way he
stays completely unresponsive for afew moments. That’s his I’ m-cool-as-a-cucumber
fake out. “I see” he replies camly. “That's interesting. What do you, or the
Montoyas, need from Archangel ?’

My blood rises to the temperature of hellfire as she explains what happened, detailing
the cybersecurity breach in a matter-of-fact way that somehow makes it all worse.
She sounds so steady, so unaffected, that | wonder if she realizes how much danger
she could bein.

Or maybe, | remind myself before | blunder in there as Mr. Shouty, she’'s been a
Montoya her whole damn life and none of thisis new to her. Fuck. My childhood was
no tea party, but hers wasn't either. | manage to keep my mouth shut until she's
finished and don’t bother asking why she’ s reaching out to us and not her own family.
| already know how independent she is, and she’ d hate running back to them.

| look at Gabriel, and he nods solemnly. Unfortunately, we've both got bitter



experience of the women in our lives being threatened, and neither of uswill alow it
to happen again. “Y ou can count on us,” he says. “Are you open to us coming up with
aprotection plan?’

“Of course she fucking is, why else would she be here? And this is the plan—we
don’t take our eyes off her. Ideally, we move her out to a safe house, maybe that
place in Chelsea? Once she's there, we'll set up guards twenty-four seven, both
outside and inside. She has a driver, someone to take her to and from work, and
probably someone based at the law firm as well. I’ll do most of it myself, and we'll
bring in Scott or one of the others for the rest. Plus, we need to install cameras, panic
buttons, the full works. I'll need access to her diary so we can decide which
appointments she can keep and which need to be canceled. No new clients at all.
Until this guy is found, there won't be a minute that she's not watched and
protected.”

“Have you quite finished?’ Lauren asks, glaring up at me with fire in her eyes. “Or
did you forget | was here?’

Ha. Fat chance of that. | see the woman in my sleep.

“First of all, I will not be moving out of my apartment under any circumstances
barring cockroach infestation or an army of flesh-eating rats. | will accept the panic
buttons and cameras, apart from in my bathroom and bedroom. | will accept extra
security at the office, because | certainly don’t want anyone else caught up in this. As
for taking on new clients, we' ve already decided to put a pause on those while Sam is
on leave. | will ask for a driver when | feel like I'm entering a high-risk
situation—and before you interrupt, | will be the judge of what is high risk and what
isn't. But | will not—and | cannot stress this enough, Seb—I will not be kept
prisoner. Nobody will be in my apartment with me unless | invite them in. Nobody
will be telling me wherel can go and what | can do. Nobody will be running my life
except for me. Understood?’



I’ ve practically got steam coming out of my ears by this stage, and I’'m not sure if |
want to fuck her or shake some sense into her. Both. Definitely both.

Gabriel stands and cracks his shoulders. “Remind you of anyone?’

He means Sam, of course, who is just as infuriatingly stubborn. “It does. And |
remember how that turned out too.” With her being grabbed while she was pregnant
with Max and ailmost breaking all our hearts.

He gives me a serious look. “That won't be happening again, Seb. We'll make sure
Lauren is safe and that there's no threat to anyone else. | was thinking of beefing up
security at the law firm anyway, after Sam told me about this Volkov case. Our own
house is already like Fort bloody Knox, but we could definitely tighten things up at
the firm. I’m going to leave you two to sort out your differences, because something
tells me | really don't want to get caught in the middle of this shitstorm. See you
later, Seb. Nice to meet you, Gloria.”

She laughs at that one, and | hate how the sound of it melts the worst of my anger. |
feel so damn unstable around thiswoman, and | have no clue what to do about it.

She looks at me from across the desk, a little less cocky now we' re aone together. “I
know you’re pissed at me, Seb, and that you'd like to lock me up and keep me safe,
but | can't live like that. | meant what | said the other night—I won’t live my life
based on fear anymore. I’ ve aready had the lecture from my cousin, and | won’t be
reckless, but | refuse to let this control my life. If this is too hard for you, say the
word, and I'll ook into a different security firm.”

She sounds sincere, but the thought of her reaching out to anyone else for help breaks
me in two. | shake my head andforce myself to take deep breaths. “No. We can do it
your way if that’s what you want. I’'ll need more information, though, all the details
you can find for me, plus a contact in your family’s organization to liaise with. And



before you object, | won't be sneaking around behind your back. It’'s just so we can
stay up to date on developments with this Mafia-baby hacker bullshit. Plus, if | talk to
someone who actually knows you, maybe they can give me tips on how not to
strangle you before dl thisis over.”

She nods her agreement, but her eyes tell me she's elsewhere. “You strangled me a
little on Friday night.”

Boom, my cock goes hard. I’m surprised it doesn’t hit the desk. “Fuck, Lauren. Why
would you say that, just when | was trying to be professional? Now all | can think
about is fucking you.”

“Maybe that’s what | had in mind. Except | think 1'd like to fuckyouthis time, Seb.
What do you say, big man? Y ou up for it?’
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Fuck. I'm aways up for it with this girl. Sure, | prefer being in charge, but it
wouldn’t kill me to let her take a turn. Maybe, in a complicated, bullshit psychology
way, it might help her feel more in control of her life. It couldn’t have been easy to
ask us for help. I’ll be doing her a kindness and getting fucked as part of the bargain.
Win-win.

“What did you have in mind?’

She grins wickedly at me. “You’ll see. Now, I'd like you to stay in that chair and not
move unless | tell you, okay?’

“I"ll do my best, sweetheart, but | make no promises.”

Sherolls her eyes. “1 guess that’ |l have to do. Are we likely to be disturbed, and will
anyone hear us?’

“Not if you lock the door, and yeah, possibly, depending on how much noise we
make.”

She gets out her phone, and the next thing | know, Donna Summer’s sultry disco
number “Love to Love You Baby” blasts out at full volume. “This is my music to

fuck to playlist.”

“What? Have you fucked other men listening to these songs? Because if so, I’d rather
listen to fingernails being dragged down a chalkboard.”

“I"'m joking, Seb. It'sjust aplaylist. Background. A little bit of rhythm.”



She locks the door, then struts around to my side of the desk, her body moving
gracefully in time to the music. She pushes my chair back against the wall to make
space and tells me to sit on my hands. There are plenty of other places I'd like to put
my hands right now, but | go along—for the time being.

She starts to dance in front of me, a slow and sensua flow that involves a lot of hip
action, shimmying, and hair tossing. She runs her hands up her body, slowly
exploring every curve, then starts to unbutton her silk blouse. | suck in a tortured
breath, desperate to tear the flimsy fabric away from her with my teeth. Button by
button she goes, taking her time in revealing large, perfect tits spilling out of a red
lace bra. Tanned, supple skin, perky nipples showing through the material... Fuck
me, definitely good enough to eat. “Y ou want ataste, Seb? Y ou only have to ask.”

| nod, my nostrils flaring as she lowers the cup of her bra and hovers in front of me.
“You can look. Y ou can taste. Y ou cannot touch—not until | say so. Okay?’

Willing to agree to anything, | nod, and she dances between my spread legs, closing
the distance between us. | suck that big beautiful brown nipple into my mouth,
consumed by the taste of her, the smell of her perfume. The dark curls swaying
around her face. | suckle and nip and swirl my tongue, keeping up the steady rhythm
she likes, enjoying her little moans, working her over hands-free. She clutches the
back of my head, pulling me closerand giving me access to the other nipple. “God,
Seb, the way you do that... | swear you could make me come just by doing that.”

Sweet mother of fuck, I’m definitely willing to try, but she suddenly pulls away. “Not
quite yet though, I’m afraid. First we need to make sure you' re nice and hot for me.”

“Fuck, Lauren. My cock is about to explode. | don't think | could be any hotter for
you. Are you trying to give me afucking heart attack?’

“What away to go, though, huh?’



The music changes to something slow and sensual that | don’t recognize, and she
slinks out of her blouse. Her breasts are still exposed, nipples red from my mouth,
and her pupils are huge. She reaches behind herself and undoes a zip, then starts to
slowly smooth that skin-hugging skirt down her hips, inch by frustrating inch. Soon,
she’'s naked apart from the red bra, a matching thong, and her black stiletto heels.
“Lauren. You're so fucking beautiful.”

She dlides her butt back onto my desk, scattering the papers and sending an empty
mug to the floor, and hoists her feet up in front of her, heels on the surface. She
spreads her legs, her eyes on mine as she teases, revealing a little more with each
second. My pulse jackhammers as she shows me her soaking wet thong, a flash of
dark hair between her legs, a glimpse of the perfect pink pussy beneath it. Her scent
floods my senses, and | want nothing more than to bury my nose in her folds and lick
her creamy dlit until she comes for me.

Again, she times it to perfection—right as I’'m about to lean forward and take what
she's offering, she slides her feet back down on the floor and flips over so her front
half is spread on the desk and her rear is facing me in all its glory. Her ass is
enormous in the best possible way, her juicy round cheeks filling my vision and
begging to be bitten. She sways her hips in time to the music, and the moisture from
her pussy shines on herthighs. Her toned legs stretch on forever, and | genuinely
don’t think | can take much more of this lap dance without breaking my promise.

She peeks at me over her shoulder, eyes twinkling. “Want me to fuck you yet, Seb?’

| nod grimly, staring at the gyrations of her backside and imagining what 1'd like to
dotoit.

“Then beg for it, baby.”

She lifts herself up from the desk, then turns around and takes off her bra. Continuing



to move in time to the music, she slides her thong down those curvy hips, those
luscious legs. She balls up the fabric and holds it under my nose. “Beg for it, Seb.
Beg for it, and I'll give you theride of your life.”

| glare up at her, inhaling the scent of cum and woman from her panties like it's a
class-A drug. We both know | could throw her on that desk and fuck her whenever |
wanted to. We both know she couldn’t fight me off, even if she tried. So what’'s
stopping me? | was rough enough with her the other night, and she loved it. Except...
That's clearly not what she needs right now. She needs to feel her power. | grit my
teeth and growl, “I’m begging you. Please, sweetheart. | need to be inside you.”

She strokes my cheek, and | turn my head to kiss the warm skin of her pam.
Something seems to melt inside her, and she leans down to kiss me properly. Her
tongue dances against mine and her lips drive me crazy. With a woman like Lauren,
kissing is more intimate than fucking. “Thank you,” she whispers. “Thank you for
this.”

I’m about to tell her she’'s welcome, but her hands go to my jeans, and she eases my
cock free of its boxer-short jail. I'm left speechless as she kneels down between my
legs and takes it into her mouth, running her tongue along my shaft and licking pre-
cum from its head. She holds my balls in her hand, gently squeezing them as she
starts to suck. | glance down, see her lushred lips stretched around my engorged dick,
and amost come there and then. “Fuck, Lauren. Stop, or I'll be finishing in your
mouth.” With afinal flick of her tongue, she moves her head away, looking up at me
with a face as flushed with need as | imagine mine to be. “Well, maybe we'll save
that for another time.”

She climbs on top of me, her hands on the back of the chair at either side of my neck,
her pussy hovering above me. Slowly, she lowers herself down, groaning as my rock-
hard cock spears her. | slide into her smooth as silk, her opening slick with arousal,
her gorgeous flesh stretching around me as she sinks all the way onto my lap. Seeing



stars as she rocks against me, | moan her name.

Her tempo increases, and before long she's riding me like I’ m a bucking bronco, her
hair wild and her skin coated in sweat. She keeps a grip on the back of the chair,
riding me faster and faster and harder and harder until... Fuck bollocks wank! | come
with such intensity | think I might have blacked out for a second. My cum explodes
inside her, coating her tight pussy walls, and | quake and quiver for what feels like
hours in the aftermath. Her hair is draped around my shoulders, her bare breasts
pressed against my face, and Gloria is still tightly gripping me. Fuck. I’ve only just
come, but | feel like | could go again straight away. Not like this, though. This was
most definitely a one-off.

| pull my hands free, grab hold of her ass, and stand with her legs still wrapped
around me. “ Seb. What are you doing?’

“I’m doing something I’ve wanted to do since the moment | met you, Lauren. I'm
eating that perfect pussy of yours.”
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She sgqueals and slaps at my arms, but her heart’s not in it. The hands clinging to my
biceps and the little squeeze of her internal walls tell me she’'s not going to fight this,
| lay her down on the desk and fasten up my jeans. Thisis going to be all about her. |
nudge her legs open and run my hands up her inner thighs.She trembles beneath me,
and | gaze at her gorgeous center. Her neatly trimmed bush of dark curls glistens with
my cum and her juices, and when | run my pointer finger along her folds, she sighs
my name.

“This,” | say, “isgoing to be the most delicious pussy | have ever tasted.”

“Are you sure? My ex wouldn’t come near me once he’' d come, said he didn’t like the
smell.”

| give her thigh a gentle dlap. “Well your ex was obviously a prick, and | don’t want
to hear him mentioned whilel’manywhere near Gloria, okay? You smell fucking
delicious. Your cum and mine, together. It's fucking perfect. Now shut up and let me

Her giggle, sweet and innocent, goes straight to my dick.

| kiss my way along her inner thighs, her flesh trembling beneath my lips as | work
my way higher. I'd normally torture her, drag this out, make her weep for it, but I'm
feeling generous. She did, after all, give me the world' s sexiest lap dance.

| use my fingers to open her up, pulling her pussy lips aside so | can see her properly.
A gorgeous swollen clit right there, sitting up and begging for attention. | smile at the
sight and blow on it before | run my tongue all the way up and down her dlit.



“Seb! Oh god, that feels so good.”

Her body squirms beneath me as | keep up the motion, her breathing building up to a
pant. | slip my tongue inside her, exploring and tasting her salty sweetness before
going back to her bud and sucking it gently into my mouth. Holding it there, | lick up
and down and swirl my tongue around it, making her whole body tremor. She's close,
| can tell, and | want to feel her come. | dlide a finger inside her and keep it there,
rocking back and forth while | go back to swooping my tongue over her soaking wet
pussy and her desperate clit. “Come for me now, sweetheart. Come al over my face.”

The dirty talk works its magic, and she obliges, screaming my name and tearing at
my hair as her legs spasm on either side of my head. | keep licking and sucking, keep
fingering her until the final last wave of pleasure sweeps through her. Her walls
ripple around me, and her juice gushes out around my hand, drenching my face and
beard in her delicious cum. | lick her clean and relish the sight of her naked,
quivering body splayed out across my desk.

“You look good there, Hot Sauce,” | say. “So good | might just chain you to that desk
and never let you go.”

“Promises, promises.”

| help her sit up, and we stare at each other for a moment before bursting out
laughing. Twenty minutes ago, we both looked like normal human beings going
about our working days. Now, we look like a pair of sex addicts who've fallen off the
wagon. She reaches out and touches my face. “Y ou’ve got a bit of something in your
beard there...”

“1 know. Someone squirted on me. It was fucking unbelievable. There's a bathroom
over there if you want to clean up. Personally, I’'m happy to walk around smelling of
your cunt for the rest of the fucking day.”



“Did anyone ever tell you that you have a filthy mouth, Sebastian Donovan?’ she
says, standing up and kissing me firmly on thelips. “And | loveit.”

She disappears off to my bathroom, giving me the chance to gather as many of my
witsas| haveleft. | think | get lessintelligent every time | fuck her.

She emerges looking almost as good as new, her hair up in atidy ponytail and her
makeup restored. “Have you stolen my panties again?’

| shrug, knowing they’'re safely tucked away in my pocket. “No clue what you're
talking about. You must have lost them.You're very careless with your
knickers—I’ ve noticed that about you.”

“Knickers!” she exclaims with childish delight. “One of my all-time favorite British-
isms words.” She drops a quick kiss on my cheek. “Thanks for that, Mr. Donovan. |
really needed it.”

“You're very welcome, Ms. Hayes. But now | feel abit used.”

“1 didn’t hear you complaining.”

And she never will. “Shall | call round at yours later to sort those cameras? And did
you drive here or walk over?’ I'm keen to move away from the subject of sex and
back to something that doesn't have me acting like a lovesick schoolboy. Her

protection should be a safe topic.

“Yes, you can come instal the cameras. And | walked. It was a nice day, and |
needed to clear my head.”

| fight back a sharp retort about how she should be taking her own safety more
seriously and instead pick up the phone. | ask Scott, one of our most trusted men, to



give her alift back to the law office.

“Thanks,” she says. “These heels were killing me anyway. See you later.”

When she’s gone, | sink down on my chair and let myself breathe. Being around that
woman is not good for my sanity when | have so much on my plate. Running
Archangel is chalenge enough without adding in the Mclverson bullshit, the cyber
threat against the Montoyas, and the potential upcoming conflict with the Russian
mob. There are alot of plates spinning right now, and | need to be able to think about
something other than her delicious pussy.

Right, | decide, first thingsfirst. The Mclversons. If | get them sorted, | can pay more
attention to the stuff that matters. They’'ve had enough time, and no matter what
Gabriel says, it's asituation that needs sorting. I'll take Taylor with me, see what he's
made of. | give my beard a quick wipe down—I don’t wantany other man getting the
dlightest hint of her scent—and head out of my office. The other guys have desks out
here, and there’s a little kitchen and bar area where we hang out and talk about
whatever shit happens to be on our minds.

As | saunter toward it with an admittedly smug spring to my step, they all look up,
glance at each other, and in unison, they start to sing. It begins with an extended sigh,
and then they all serenade me with a rousing rendition of “Love to Love You Baby.”
The sight of all these big bruisers dancing around and singing the disco classic,
complete with sounds lifted straight from porno movies, is enough to crack me up. |
laugh until I'm fit to bust, shaking my head at their impudence.

Once the hilarity has died down, | point at young Taylor, who played a pretty mean
air guitar throughout. “Get your coat, kid. We've got work to do.”

Chapter
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Thirteen
SEBASTIAN

The Mclverson chain is six strong, all the gastro pubs located in smart areas of
London. Even without the business itself, the properties alone are worth a fortune, so
once this deal goes through, Gabriel and | will be playing real-life Monopoly. And
this deal will go through, no matter what they think to the contrary. I'm sick of
hearing excuses from them.

| explained to Alex and Jacob that | was going in person to let the Mclversons know
how serious we are—deadly serious. | think the lads felt like | was stepping on their
toes a hit, but that’ s tough. They don’t work in the kind of game where the boss gives
ashit about their feelings or offers them spa breaks to deal with their stress.

Gabriel had already left, so | told him by text, then added:
Don’t worry. Got my calm head on.

He'll be at the law office, checking on the security measures. What threatens Lauren
could potentially threaten Sam. We both know that, just as | know Sam is in safe
hands with my partner.He' d tear the world down to protect her, and he knows | feel
the same.

Taylor has been weird on the drive, chatty one minute and tongue-tied the next. |
can't get a bead on this kid, and I’'m not one hundred percent sold on the idea of
keeping him around. In my line of work, | need to be able to trust the man watching



my back with my life, and right now I'm not sure I'd trust Taylor with watching the
fucking car.

“So, why’d you leave Manchester?’ | ask, trying again to get some sense out of him.
I’'m at the whedl because | bloody love driving. | lost my license a while back, and
now it’'s been reinstated, | can’t get enough of the streets of London. The more road
rage, the better.

“Um, yeah, well, | wanted to try London.”

| nod. That much is fucking obvious. “Right. You still have family up there? Mum,
dad, siblings?’

He stares out of the window, his face suddenly made of stone. “My mum died six
months ago. No dad on the scene. No other family.”

“I’'m sorry, mate. That's a tough call. But look—Iots of us had rough starts in life at
Archangel. It's not where you started that matters. It’s where you end up.”

“It wasn't arough start,” he snaps, showing a spine around me for the first time. “She
was brilliant, my mum. Couldn’t have asked for better.” He seemsto realize how he's
spoken and adds, “But yeah. Thanks. | appreciate that. Will | get to hit someone
today?’

| laugh out loud as | swerve around an erratic courier driver on an electric bike,
giving him a loud beep and getting the finger in return. Ah, how | love my city. “I
admire your enthusiasm, but hopefully not, son. If it does go down that route, though,
| expect you to be ready.”

“Born ready, Boss. My mum alwaystold me | came out of the womb punching.”



He certainly looks the part, | think as | park up near the Mclverson’s flagship pub on
the south side of the Thames. He' staller than me, with the build of arhino. The blond
hair gives him ayouthful look, but that’s okay—he could be a baby-faced assassin for
al I know.

When we enter the pub, it's half empty despite being lunchtime in the middle of a
busy business and tourist area. The place should be buzzing, but instead it feels
lackluster. The girl on reception barely glances up from her phone, and the bar staff
are more interested in chatting to each other than serving the few customers waiting
for drinks.

“Got atable for two, love, for me and my boyfriend here? He' s been dying to try your
filet mignon.”

She looks from Taylor to me uncertainly. “Umm... | don’t think that’s on our menu?
But if you still want atable, | can check if one' s available.”

“Don’'t worry about it. I'm here to see Frank anyway. Is he in? And is Jmmy
around?’

Her face twists a little at the mention of Jimmy, nervousness flickering in her eyes. |
know that look. It's alook that says she'll do anything to avoid being alone with the
guy. | guess he's as popular with his staff as he is the rest of the world. “Yeah.
They’re in the office. Want me to ring through?’

“Nah, that’'s okay, Chantal,” | say, clocking her name tag. “Wouldn’'t want to spoil
the surprise, would we?’ Taylor amost fals over his own feet as we wak away,

gawping back at her. “Never seen a girl before, pal?’

“Yeah. Loads. She'sjust an especially hot one.”



“Fair enough. Just don't let a pretty face distract you from business, al right?” He
nods but looks amused. | suppose itis pretty hypocritical advice after | spent the
morning fucking Lauren in my office.

| slam through the doors to the back offices, scaring the living daylights out of a
woman carrying a tray of coffee mugs. “Sorry, darling,” | say. “Just here to see
Father Frank and his family of angels.”

On cue, the older son, Kenny, appears, popping his head out of the back room to see
what the fuss is about. His face is a picture when he spots me striding toward him. |
find Frank sitting with his feet up on his desk and little immy, the scrawny bastard,
glued to his phone. He sthe runt of the litter and ugly with it.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Jimmy bleats. “This is trespassing. We could
call the cops.”

“The cops? What do you think thisis, a fucking American TV show? Cam yourself,
you piece of shit, or I'll shove that phone down your pissing throat. | came to see
your old man, not you, so get fucked.”

He opens his mouth to argue, but his dad holds up one hand to silence him. “Shut
your mouth, JJmmy. Mr. Donovan is our guest.”
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“Mr. Donovan is a scum-sucking gangster, a cunt, and a thieving bastard.”

I’ ve been called worse, but Taylor takes offense on my behalf. In a flash, he's across
the room and has Jmmy pinned to the wall by his throat, the lad’'s body dangling
from one meaty paw, feet kicking.

“Y ou gonna behave, or do | have to crush your windpipe?’ Taylor says, and | have to
admit it—I’m impressed. He sounds deadly serious, and Jmmy waves his arms in
surrender. Taylor drops him to the floor and turns to me. “Should | give him a
kicking, Boss?’

| shake my head. “No. That’'s not why I’'m here.”

“Why are you here?’ Frank says, ignoring Jimmy’s spluttering while his brother
helps him to hisfeet. “I thought | explained everything to Alex and Jacob. We need a
few more days.”

“Don't worry, Frank, they did tell me. | just wanted to call by and show you
something, purely out of courtesy. It was the Carney brothers you borrowed the
money from, wasn't it, Frankie? Now, as your delightful progeny here pointed out,
some people see me as a gangster, a meathead, and a thieving bastard—but next to
the Carneys, mate, | am afucking angel. Here. Take alook. Y ou too, boys.”

| pull up avideo on my phone and place it on the desk. An associate of mine sent the
video my way. Leverage. It's not a pretty watch, showing as it does a gang of men
beating a teenaged boy with lead pipes. The kid is curled up in aball trying to protect
his head, and his mum is screaming off to the side, held back by two other heavies.



By the time they finish, the boy’s face is a mush of broken teeth, exposed bone, and
blood, and the empty look in his eyes leaves no doubt that he's either dead or near to
it. The camera turns to the mum, a middle-aged blond woman with tears pouring
down her face. One of the men dlaps her hard, and when she falls to the floor, he
kicks her in the stomach with a steel-toed boot. While she’ s writhing in pain, he drags
down her leggings and shoves one of the lead pipes he used to beat her son inside her.
Her screams fill the room, and the man who did it to her holds up the blood-coated
pipe to the camera, showing it off. He, like all of them, is wearing a balaclava, but |
know it's Darren Carney. They do too.

“You have two kids left, and your wife's still alive,” he says to the camera. “Get us
our money by the end of the week or that al changes, you cunt.”

There' s a stunned silence in the office, and Frank in particular looks shaken, his hand
trembling as he reaches for a mug on his desk.

“That,” | say, swallowing down the bitter acid that burns the back of my throat, “is
what happened to one of their clients when they were late paying up. That was
Carney’ s version of awarning notice. Now, it’s entirely up to you if you want to back
out of our deal, Frankie. If you do, | will walk away, no hard feelings. Maybe the
Carneys will have found God by this time next week. Who can say?’

“Don’t listen to him, Dad. We have no clue who that was, and it could all be fake
anyway.” Jmmy is really starting to irritate me now. He's like a buzzing little fly in
the corner of your vision—essentially harmless but needing a good swat.

Frank is pale, and Kenny stares at him with horror in his eyes. From what I’ ve heard,
Kenny is the creative, the one who masterminded the menus and the decor and all that

good stuff. He won't have the stomach for any of this.

“Okay,” Frank finally says, blinking slowly as he makes his decision. “Y ou’ve got



your deal. I'll have the papersto you by the end of the day.”

“Wonderful, Frank—and I’'m a man of my word. The cash will be with you as agreed.
Right. Now, I’ll leave you to your day.”

On our way out, | stop by Chantal’s desk. She's staring at us with open interest now,
obviously wondering why we're really here. “Why don’'t you like him?’ | ask.
“Jmmy? And don't worry, you can speak freely—he won't be in charge much
longer.”

She pulls a disgusted face and says, “He's a peeper. He's got cameras all over the
place, including in the ladies’ loo. We only found out when there was a leak and the
plumber came across them. The sicko had been watching us pee for god knows how
long. He' s fucking disgusting, heis.”

| nod. | couldn’t agree more. “Thanks for telling me. Now, before we go, my lad
Taylor here is going to write down his number for you. He's new in town and is
looking to make some friends, find some new hobbies.”

She looks him up and down in admiration. “I’d guess his main hobby is going the
gym, but yeah, okay, why not?’

| let Taylor drive us back because | have afew callsto make. | don't like the sense of
threat | feel circling us at the moment, and | need to take action. I’ m not a subtle man,
and I’ ve always believed the best thing to do with threats is face them head on. Then
burn them with fire.

Chapter

Fourteen



LAUREN

At my kitchen table, | go through a few files, reply to some queries, and confirm a
couple meetings. | inherited some of Samantha’s clients and have familiarized myself
with their cases. One of them, Patrick Galway, has emailed her asking for a face-to-
face to discuss custody arrangements of his kids after a nasty divorce. She already
successfully brokered an agreement, but apparently hisex isn't playing fair.

Sam gave me her notes, along with her more personal assessment—Ilovely bloke,
wants the best for the children, wife is a piece of work.She did the same with all her
ongoing cases, and | smile as | read through the comments. It's like having an
abridged version of her in the room with me.

Work is busy, which is good. | don't do well with too much free time. Eventually, |
reread what | have so far on Caroline Volkov, who is now officialy a client. She
wants to take it slow, be sure of every step, and that’ s difficult to navigate—I’ d much
rather act quickly and get her out, but it has to be her decision. | read the pages of
notes, shaking my head at the abuse she’s suffered.

We got pictures of some lingering bruises the last time she was in the office, and of
course, we have Nicky’s broken arm. She's understandably reluctant to involve him,
though, and doesn’t want to put him through the trauma of testifying against his own
father. That would also make him more of a threat and paint a target on his back.
Caroline, like most good mothers, is happy to wear that target all by herself if it helps
protect her child.

Seb gave Caroline a burner phone and has prepared a safe house for them if they need
to flee, but for the time being, the bastard causing all this trouble is still away
traveling on business. Probably the kind of business that involves women and
children being illegally moved around the globe in cramped shipping containers. For
now, Caroline feels safe and wants to maintain some normality for her son while she



decides what to do next. We al know that once we file the legal papers and Ivan finds
out, that safety will evaporate, and we'll have to carefully choreograph the timing to
extract them before shit hits the fan. It's good knowing that Seb and Archangel will
be there to help with that. Much as | might rail against any restrictions on my own
freedom, when it comesto my clients, safety comesfirst.

| head to my persona email account using the encrypted browser that Jax got me to
install on my laptop and work my way through the usual selection of shopping offers,
spam, and ticket sales websites. Damn, | think, these things work—I’ m seconds away
from buying tickets to seeWickedfor like the tenth time. My sister sent me photos
from her holiday in Cabo, and my dentist wants me to schedule an appointment for a
checkup. So far, so normal.

There are a few emails from Mama, which actually landed days ago, before
Algiandro contacted me. I've spoken to her on the phone since, and she was full of
contrition for her maverick ways and the trouble she caused. | suspect she was
sneakilyproud of herself until it became obvious that she unintentionally
compromised the safety of her precious family.

| click another email open and immediately realize that thisis not from my mother. It
might be her address, but she would never send me this, not in amillion years.
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The screen isfilled with amontage of photos of Bailey, the yellow Lab | had as akid.
She knows that after he died at the ripe old age of twelve, | never wanted to talk
about him again. | got rid of all my keepsakes, took his photos down in my old
bedroom, and locked his leash and collar away in a drawer. My parents didn’t
understand why—they probably put it down to grief—but they do know how much
talking about him upsets me.

Even after al this time, my eyes fill with tears at the sight of his big goofy face, the
way he always seemed to be smiling. | can still remember his velvety ears and the
feel of his tongue on my skin. | loved that dog so much, but every day he was in my
life, | was scared of losing him.

I’m still swiping tears from my cheeks when my intercom buzzes. | go to the screen
by the front door and see Seb lurking outside. He looks like the kind of man you
should cross the street to avoid on a dark night, but his hulking presence makes me
breathe more easily. | press the entrance button and leave the front door open before
going back into the kitchen. I'm glad he’s here, which is unsettling in itself.

“What the fuck are you doing leaving the front door unlocked?’ he demands a few
minutes later as he walks in and drops a big black bag on the floor. He's angry with
me, and maybe | deserveit.

“1 knew it was you. | saw you on the camera.”

“So what? Anyone could have been waiting outside or hiding in the building. Use
your fucking head, will you?’



| stare down at my hands, unable to bring myself to look at him because he's so
furious.

He puts his hand under my chin, forces my head up, and frowns at what he sees.
“You're crying. Please tell me that’s not because of me. I’m a shouty prick, but don’t
take it serioudy. It's my way of showing | give ashit.”

| laugh and lean my cheek into his palm. “No, it's not you... Although youarea
shouty prick. It’s... these emails. | think they’re from Diego Torres.”

He drags a chair over so he can sit right next to me and dlips an arm around my
shoulders. “RIP Bailey,” he reads aoud. “Is this the dog you had as a kid? The one
Uncle Arsehole threatened?’

“Yeah. Do you like dogs?’

“1 bloody love them, unless they’re trained Doberman guard dogs with their teeth
sunk in my shins. So, I’m guessing your mum wouldn’t have actually sent this?’

“No way. She knows | never got over losing him. Over the years, my sister had afew
pets, and they tried to persuade me | should have more—I think they were worried
about me, you know, because | was going through that ‘difficult’ stage. They
suggested another dog to keep Bailey company—a cat, hamster, pony... They would
have gotten me anything, but | always said no. While | was living there, while Carlos
was still around, nothing | allowed myself to care about would ever be safe.”

“Jesus. That's fucked up, sweetheart, feeling that terrified when you're a kid,
especially when nobody else knew about it.” The gentle kiss he places on my hair
nearly takes me out completely, and I’'m beyond relieved when he quickly moves on.
“S0. There's more emails. You up to looking, or should | do it? Then we'd better
send them to this Jax fella and keep him up to date.”



The comforting weight of his arm around me gives me the strength to nod and click
on the next email. Bailey was my weak point, and he clearly still is. Not only because
of how much lloved him, but because remembering him means remembering that
time in my life. The way it all began—those years of torment, years of isolation. It
was the beginning of Uncle Carlos undoing me, turning me into a coward who fled
from her own life. | will not be a coward now, | vow, and | certainly won't run from
some overzealous little douchebag whose dad was a low-level enforcer with no heart
and even less brains.

The next email from my “mom” flashes up a wedding photo—me and Marshall at the
courthouse in Buffalo. We don’t look happy, not even on what was supposed to be
the most joyous day of our lives.

“That’s him, your ex? Looks like a cunt. No, | take that back. It's an insult to cunts,
and cunts are among my very favorite things. Especially yours.”

He's trying to lighten the mood, and I'm thankful because the next picture is a
screenshot of a news piece from a local paper. “Disgraced accountant jailed for
defrauding clients,” the headline reads.

| blink, surprised. It’s only from ayear ago, and | had no idea. “He was a gambler,” |
explain to Seb. “Despite seeming so dull and safe on the surface. | left him way
before this happened. | can’t imagine he's doing well in prison.”

“Does it bother you? Because I’ m guessing the whole point of these emailsis to upset

you.

| consider it and shake my head. “No. He made his choices. He's a grown man, and
heisn’'t my responsibility.”

Seb nods approvingly, and with a shaking hand, | move the cursor to the third and



final email. | have skeletons in my closet, and | can hear the old bones rattling. Do |
really want to do this with Seb here?

| glance up and meet his deep brown eyes. | love the crinkled corners where his laugh
lines live and the little squeeze he gives my shoulders. Yeah, | guess | do. | open the
message, and myheart does a cartwhedl. | half expected it, but it still takes my breath
away. It's a mug shot, very obvioudly taken in custody, showing a skinhead in his
thirties. His blue eyes are bulging and angry, his lips curled into a snarl that shows
crooked, yellowing teeth. The top of a Nazi swastikatattoo is clearly visible under the
neckline of his filthy T-shirt. It's a face that haunts my nightmares for all kinds of
reasons. Beneath the shot are the words “ Still missing—Brad Schmidt” and a hotline
number to call.

“Lauren?’ Seb’s voice drags me back from the memories. “Are you okay? Who is
this bastard? And who the fuck only has a jailhouse mug shot to use when they go
missing?’

“Men like Brad Schmidt. And believe me, he's going to be missing for a while.
Seb... There's something | need to tell you, and you might not like me very much
when | do.”

He sees how serious | am and nods. “ Okay. We can talk about it. But first, I’m going
to send these to Jax, all right?’

| nod. It has to be done, and it will lead to a whole new round of questions from my
family. I’'ll just have to deal with it. “You go and get settled on the sofa, sweetheart.
I’ll bring the wine if you like. Is this a needing-wine conversation?’

| smile sadly. “It's a needing-a-whole-distillery-of-bourbon conversation. There's
homemade paella on the stove if you want some.”



| do as he suggested and make my way on shaky legs to the living room. It's a cozy
space, dominated by a big comfortable couch covered in pretty pink-and-gray
cushions and matching throws. I’ve moved around a lot, and | like to build a little
refuge for myself in my home—an adult version of a blanket fort. Within minutes,
Seb joins me, looking spectacularly out of place in this ultra-feminine environment.
He sets two glasses of wine on the coffee table, then looks around and nods
appreciatively. “Nice. Fed like | should have brought you flowers now.”

| laugh. “1 think we're way past the flowers stage, don’t you?”’
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“Never. Next time, | promise.” He sits on one end of the couch and pulls me toward
him. | squeal but don’'t object as he manhandles me, settling me onto his lap like a
little girl. He drapes us both in one of the blankets and snuggles me into hisarms. My
hands wrap around his torso, and | wriggle until I’'m perfectly comfortable. “That’s
enough of that, madam. | don't want a boner right now, so keep your gorgeous arse
still. Now, tell me everything—it won’'t be anything | haven't heard before, and
nothing on earth could stop me liking you.”

| let my head fall against his firm chest, taking strength from the scent of him.
Chanel, freshly washed cotton, Seb. His big hand goes to my hair, stroking and
playing with my curls, soothing me like a nervous animal. I’'m cocooned in him, and
he's al around me, filling my senses. I'm not sure I've ever felt so completely
protected. | know it can't last, it never does, but for now | will take the comfort that
this surprisingly kind man is offering me.

“So, when | wasliving in Florida,” | begin, gratefully accepting the wine, “1 took on a
case in Jacksonville” | take a deep caming breath. “A woman who was trying to
divorce her scumbag husband, a neo-Nazi prick by the name of Brad Schmidt. She'd
gotten knocked up by him when she was fifteen, didn’t know any better at the time,
but she hated the lifestyle. She wanted out, and | was trying to help her.” | take a sip
of my wine, and my hands shakes as | lower the glass from my lips. The thing | recall
most about Jennie was the desperate ook in her eyes. It's a look I’ve seen far too
many times.

“She was a lot like Caroline, but with trailer parks and moonshine. | suppose |
underestimated him, and he grabbed me from outside my apartment building and took
me to this creepy cabin in the woods.” My heart rate spikes at the memory, and |



remind myself I'm safe. I'm here with Seb, and nobody is goingto hurt me now. “It
was miles away from anywhere, and he kept me there for three nights, chained up
like a dog. He and his buddies took it in turns to rape me, to beat me, and to torture
me.” | recall the vitriol they spewed at me, calling me all kinds of horrible names. All
they had inside them was hate and violence, and | was their punching bag.

Seb stiffens behind me and sucks in a long breath. | don’'t need to see his face to
imagine the fury—I feel it in every tense line of his body. His arms come around to
the front of me, holding me even tighter to him. “ Sweetheart, I'm so sorry. How did
you get away?’

“They got sloppy. They thought I’ d run out of fight and left me unchained one night.”
The memories try to pull me under, but they won't win. | was dehydrated, half-
starved, and lying in my own filth and blood, so | must have looked like | was done.
But | won then, and I'll keep on winning.

| drag in a shaky breath. “They used to take it in turns watching me, and the night |
escaped, it was Brad himself. God, Seb, | can still smell him sometimes. When I'm
asleep, | think | can still feel his foul breath on my face, his fingernails digging into
my skin...” | don't tell Seb that after he raped me, Brad liked to urinate on me. Even
now, the stench of urine makes me break out in a cold sweat. Instead, | ssmply say,
“Hewasevil. Pure evil.”

“Fucking hell. I'll kill him. I’ll kill al of them.”
| run my fingers over his huge hands, feel the angry tremble in them. He means every
word. | have no doubt this man would murder for me without a second thought. “Y ou

can't, Seb. He'sdead. They all are. When | told Algjandro what happened, he and Jax
came to Florida and made them all disappear.”

“I hopeit involved alot of fucking pain.”



| nod. “Knowing those two, yes, it did. The only one they couldn’t find was Brad
Schmidt himself. They couldn’t find himbecause he was already dead—and | was the
one who killed him. That night, when he rammed his filthy dick into my mouth, | bit
it so hard | tore his foreskin.” | was aiming to bite it off completely, but that’s harder
than it sounds. Still, it was enough. All the blood and his screams... He was caught
completely off guard and fell flat on his ass.

Seb holds me tighter, his warm breath dusting over my hair while he patiently waits
for me to continue. “While he was down, | pulled the gun he always carried out of his
waistband, and I... Well. | failed to bite his dick off, so | shot it off instead. Then |
watched while he bled out, screaming and begging for help, just like | had. It wasn't
quick and it wasn't easy, but eventualy the life just... The life went out of him.
That’s another thing | still seein my sleep. His eyes, the way that they died in front of
me. The way his story ended, at my hands. Logically, | don’t feel guilty about it—the
man got what he deserved. In my heart? It’s not quite so clear cut. | killed a man, and
you're thefirst person I’ ve ever told about it.”

He kisses the top of my head and tries to turn my face up to his. | struggle because |
don’t want to meet his eyes. | expected to feel better after telling someone, thought it
would be cathartic, but reliving it all only makes me feel dirtier.

“Look at me, Lauren,” he commands. “Now.”

| do as| am told. | seem incapable of disobeying when he uses that tone. He wipes
tears from my cheeks, which is odd because | didn’'t notice | was crying. I've kept
this crap bottled up for so long | got used to ignoring it. Got used to pretending it
didn’t take up a corner of my soul.

“I’m only going to say this once, sweetheart, but | need you to believe me, okay? It
was not your fault. What you did was self-defense. In fact, I’d go so far asto say you
did the world a favor by taking the scumbag out of play. | don’'t like you any less—I



like you more. Y ou protected yourself. You survived. You did whatyou had to do. |
know that killing aman isn’t as easy as it looks on the TV. It's messy and hard and
brutal, especially the way you did it. It takes a little piece of you, | get that—~but you
do know, don’t you, that it was the right thing to do?’

| nod, my lips trembling as | look up and see the truth of what he’'s saying in his eyes.
“Yeah. It was me or him. | do know that. And hiswife... Well, she got away with her
kids. She stayed in touch, married a dentist, and lives in Orlando. She's on the PTA
and plays tennis. Her life is completely different, and that makes me feel better. |
mean, | know | can’'t go around killing all my clients' asshole partners, but it might
save time.”

He laughs and clutches me tighter. “It bloody well would. We could form a hit squad,
love. Take out the Volkovs and Schmidits of this world one by one. What did you do
with him afterwards, by the way? Why is he still missing?’

“Alligators. Florida s gift to the killing kind. We were out near the swamps, and |
loaded him up in the bed of his own truck and dumped him. Then | set the damn
cabin on fire and drove back to the city. | took off the license plate and abandoned the
car in a part of town where | knew it would survive about as long as his body. When |
was done, | called my cousin because | wanted them all dealt with—I knew from
their fucked-up conversations that | wasn't the first woman they’ d brought out to that
cabin, and there was no way | was going to let it happen to another. | never told him
about Brad, though—I don’t know why. | suppose | was so used to keeping secrets by
then, from everyone. Carlos trained me well. | might not have taken an active role in
my family business, but I’ ve picked up a few tips along the way. It's like... | don’t
know, Seb. | tried so hard to keep my distance from the Montoya world. | tried to
walk in the light, but the darkness tracked me down anyway. Recently, I've been
wondering if it’s just part of who | am—if instead of being scared of it | should just
embrace it.”



He picks me up and maneuvers me around so my legs are on either side of him and
we're directly facing each other. Even now, after this ultra-heavy chat, I’'m aware of
his size, his shape, how good it would feel to slip my hands underneath the soft fabric
of that T-shirt and touch his muscular chest. He takes a deep breath and runs his hand
over hisface before he speaks. “We've all got darkness inside us, Lauren. Some more
than others. And... Fuck, | need to say this or I’'m going to blow a fuse. What | did
the other night—with the zip ties and the force. The way | fucked you on the back
seat... If I'd known about this, | wouldn’'t have done it that way. | feel bloody
disgusted with myself now. | wanted to turn you on, not traumatize?—"

“Stop!” | yell, and he blinks in surprise. “Do | have your attention now, or are you
still too busy self-flagellating?’

“I don’t know. What the fuck does it mean?’

“It means beating yourself up, you asshole. Look, what happened the other
night—the hunt, the restraints, the game we played? I. Fucking. Loved it. Every
goddamn second, okay? I’ m a grown woman who knows what she wants. | had a safe
word. | had choices. And what | chose was to let you treat me like prey because it
was hot as hell. Don’t you dare start behaving like I'm some delicate flower now.
Don’'t make me regret confiding in you.”

He starts to grin, and it is infuriating. I'd like to slap him across the face, but he'd
probably enjoy it. “All right, Hot Sauce. Message received and understood. You did
seem to enjoy it at the time from the way you came all over me and screamed my
name so loud.” He sobers and continues. “It's just that hearing what happened to
you... It made methink | screwed up, okay? That | went too far.”

| tilt my head to one side. “Truthfully, Seb, | don’'t think you went far enough. |
wasn't lying when | said | loved it. But I... God, | don’t know how to explain this,
but it touched somethingpretty deep inside me. It felt liberating to give up control.



Like | was reclaiming something from those abusive bastards in Florida. With you, |
want the darkness. | want to be tied up and spanked and whipped. | want you to
abduct me and drag me into seedy alleyways and screw me. | want you to break in
here and hold me at knifepoint while you fuck me in the ass. | want it al. If that
makes me fucked up, if that makes me a pervert, then so be it—because a wise
woman recently told me that as afeminist, | should expect nothing more than equality
when it comes to orgasms.”

He raises my captured hands to his lips and gently skims them across the sensitive
skin of my palms. “I don't want to ask who gave you that advice, sweetheart. But it
doesn’t make you a pervert. It makes you fucking perfect. Now, what hole would you
like me to fuck you in right now?’

Chapter

Fifteen

LAUREN

My eyes widen, and | feel the outline of a rock-hard erection pushing up against my
core. He listened. He understood. He' s ready.
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“Can’'t | have al of them?”

With my wrists tightly held in one of his hands, he runs the other up to my breasts
and pinches my nipple on the way toward my neck. He wraps his long fingers around
my throat and lightly squeezes. “No, you greedy girl. You get to pick one, and | will
fuck it until you can’t think straight. Choose quickly, or I’ll do it for you.”

| lift my chin, loving the pressure of his hand on my neck. “Mouth,” | say. “Fuck me
in the mouth, Seb.”

He nods sharply, and | expect him to tell me to kneel in front of him. | want to kneel.
| want to be on my knees, sucking his cock, serving him. Instead, he stands and
carries me with my legs still wrapped around his waist. He opens the bedroom door
and throws me down on the bed. Without a word, he goes to the drawers in my closet
and emerges with several pairs of pantyhose and stockings. My pussy throbs at the
sight of him, so determined. His face is a dark cloud of intent, and he approaches me
with a snarl.

“You're going to have your mouth full in alittle while, sweetheart, so there’s no way
to say your safe word. If you want me to stop, kick the bed three times. Understood?’

| nod, delicious licks of anticipation running from my core to the rest of my body. He
peels my yoga pants from my hips and tugs my tank top up over my head, then stands
and surveys my body as though it’s a problem he needs to solve. He removes a Swiss
army knife from his pocket and flicks it open to reveal a small but wickedly sharp
blade. | stare up at it, fear causing my blood to pound in my ears.



Dear god, | know | said | wanted this, but what the hell is he going to do to me? | leap
from the bed, intending to run, but he easily catches me in one brutally strong arm.
He slams me back down so hard | bounce, then straddles me, grabbing my hands and
holding them above my head. “Don’'t fucking move, Lauren. Y ou asked to be fucked
in the mouth, and that’s what you’'ll get—when I’'m good and ready.” He strokes his
fingertips tenderly down my cheek. “ Safe word?’

“Chainsaw.”

“Good girl.” He winks and climbs off me, and within a minute he has my wrists and
ankles tied to the corners of the bed. There’'s enough give to alow me to move a
little, to kick against the bed if | want to stop, but enough restraint to make me
tremble with excitement.

He grins a me, his teeth glinting and his eyes shining, looking like a wolf in human
form. “That's better,” he says, looking down at me. He takes the knife and runs it
along his own thumb. A thin line of bright red blood seeps out, proving exactly how
sharpitis. | gulp, and my lower lip trembles from fear—the kind that has other parts
of me trembling too.

He smiles at my response and shoves his thumb into my mouth. “Suck it clean,
sweetheart.”

| do as|’m told, and the coppery taste turns me on more. Damn. This man is showing
me things about myself | never suspected.

He nods as though he' s satisfied and trails the knife between my breasts. The pressure
isn’'t hard enough to cut, but it’s firm enough for me to fedl it. | pull in jagged breaths
as he dlides it down, lifts my bra, and with one quick slash, slices it free. The huge
bulge in his pants |leaves me with no doubt that he likes what he sees. He heads lower,
his fingers and the blade burning a fiery path down my needy body. Palming my



pussy, he grinds into me, making me moan. “Fuck. You're already soaked. Let’s get
rid of these panties. | want you bare for me. | want to see and smell exactly what a
dirty girl you are.”

| gasp his name as he dlides the little knife along my inner thighs. Again as he cuts
through the fabric of my panties and pulls them aside. He runs his pointer finger
through my folds, gliding through arousal that’s aready seeped from me, and rubs at
my clit until I'm shaking beneath him. One finger, one tiny nub of flesh, and this man
has control of me—mind and body. Every fiber of my being screams for more as he
circles and pinches and manipulates. “I need you inside me, Seb, please.”

“l don’t care what you need. You chose mouth, and that's all you're getting.” He
slaps the side of my ass so hard it makes me cry out, then goes back to working my
clit. I strain to lift my head and watch him. Damn, it’s quite a sight. Kneeling between
my spread legs, he plays with me, hislip curled in aferal snarl, his eyes glued to the
wet triangle between my legs.

He senses my eyes on him and looks up. “I can do thisall night. You're tied up, at my
mercy. | can make you come, or | could decide not to. | could leave you here, wet and
desperate. | could take you up, take you back down, take you so close you can amost
touch it. | can keep you right on the edge of that orgasm for hours. Maybe | will.” His
fingers go still, and | want to cryat the loss of stimulation—I was so close, and the
way he stared at me was almost as hot as his touch. “Please, Seb. I'll be good. Please
let me come.”

The smile on his face is pure predator. “Maybe I'll just eat you al up, Lauren. How
does that sound?’

“Yes, please—eat me.”

He pushes my legs farther apart and picks up his small knife. The sharp blade skims



the sensitive flesh of my trembling inner thigh, but this time he applies enough
pressure to pierce the skin. | yell out, not from pain, but shock. Shock... and
something else. Pure pleasure. He smears the thin trickle of blood onto his thumb and
licks it, giving me the world’ s most evil grin as he does. “Every part of you tastes
fucking delicious.”

He puts his head to my center and nuzzles my dlick folds with his nose. The first lick
from his skillful tongue swoops over my swollen bud, and my hands clench into fists.
| want to grab his hair, to shove him deeper and hold him there until he makes me
come, but I'm too well bound. He holds my bucking hips to the bed and carries on
exploring me with his lips, his tongue, his teeth. He never probes inside me despite
knowing I'm desperate for it, instead keeping al of his masterful pressure on the
surface. I'm delirious from the sensations, every cell in my body lighting up in
response to his touch, the constant lapping of his tongue pushing me closer and closer
torelease. “Please,” | murmur. “Please, Seb... I'll do anything you want.”

“Oh, | know you will, sweetheart.” He grips my hips harder and lifts me so hisfaceis
pushed deeper between my thighs, sucking my clit into his mouth.

He did something similar this morning, but now he’s gone to the next level, holding it
captive between his lips and sucking so hard that | teeter along the delicious edge of
hurt and heaven. My teeth are chattering and my eyelids are fluttering and my breath
Iscoming in ragged pants and oh sweet lord.

The world explodes, and I'm carried away in a blast zone of ecstasy. Wave after
wave of pleasure wash over me, drowning me in an ocean of bliss that keeps flowing.
I’m a shaking, pulsating mass of physical joy, crying out his name and shuddering
underneath him, my bound arms pulling against their ties. He keeps my clit in his
mouth until it is amost painful, only releasing it when the very last ounce of
sensation has been milked from my body.



He climbs off the bed and sheds his clothes. Standing before me naked, Sebastian is
huge in every way. His muscular body is al raw, brute power, and his huge cock is
engorged and twitching. His eyes devour my captive body, his hand on his shaft as he
looks at the wet mess between my legs. With a growl, he climbs onto the bed and
rests his knees on either side of my shoulders. “Lick my cock,” he commands. “And
doit likeyou loveit.”

Not needing to be told twice, | eagerly open my mouth to taste him and lap him with
my tongue. | suck him enthusiastically until he groans and pulls away.

“Open your mouth,” he commands. | do as I’m told, but he grabs my face, squeezing
the sides of my jaw to open it farther. “Come on, you can do better than that. I'm a
big man, and you're going to take al of me, aren’t you? I’'m going to fuck that pretty
mouth of yours so hard you choke.”

He lets me suck the crown of hisdick first, and | lick off the pearly drops of pre-cum,
loving the salty taste. Then he inches inside me, filling me with his cock, his scent,
his strength. He wraps a fist in my hair and tugs my head, forcing more of himself
into my mouth. | gag, but he doesn't stop. “Stop fighting it. This is happening
whether you like it or not. Y ou asked to be fucked in the mouth, so that’s what you're
getting. Calm down. Breathe through your nose and relax your throat muscles. Y ou
can do this.”

| fight back my panic, squeezing away the tears that have gathered in the corners of
my eyes, and do as he tells me. With a grunt, he shoves his way down my throat. His
balls dap my chin, and | feel a sense of triumph when | realize that I’ve actually
swallowed that colossal cock of his.

“Such agood girl,” he says encouragingly, starting to move in and out. “I knew you
could take all of me. You look so good with your lips stretched around my dick,
baby, and those tears in your big, gorgeous eyes make me want to fuck you harder.”



He slams in and out of me, holding on to the top of the headboard as he thrusts. |
concentrate on my breathing, on staying relaxed, on letting him do what | asked him
to do. It gets easier once | know | can take him, and he drills into me with full
strength and speed. This isn’t like any blowjob I've ever given before. | can't lick
him or suck him or tease him. | can’t use my hands on him. All | can do is lie here,
tied to a bed, while he uses my mouth. It's insanely dirty, insanely good, and my
pussy throbs in time to his thrusts.
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He speeds up, and | can tell he's close. Right as | think he’s going to come, he pulls
out of my mouth and takes his hard, glistening dick in his hands. He pulls it once,
twice, and shoots his load al over my breasts. With his head thrown back, he roars
his pleasure, more and more of his cum spraying across me as he jerks to completion.

“Fuck me,” he groans. “That was something else. You really are a good girl, aren’t
you? And now | get to rub my cum all over these gorgeous tits of yours.” He does
exactly that, massaging my tender flesh, spreading his seed around my skin like it's
lotion. He captures my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers and rolls them
around until I moan. “Y ou like me coming on you, Lauren?’

| sigh and nod. “Yeah. | loveit.”

“You want more? Y ou sound like you want more, the noises you're making.” | nod,
barely able to speak. “Right. Well, let’s see what we can do with these nipples, shall
we? God, they’'re so responsive. It's like you fedl the whole fucking world through
them. I’'m going to get clamps for these soon, see how far we can push you...” He
sucks both of my nipplesin turn, hard, all the while squeezing and twisting the other.

| cry out, which only seems to encourage him. “Seb, you’ re hurting me.”

He glances up, his eyes dark. “1 know, baby, and | think you're enjoying it as much
as| am. You know how to end this, don’t you?’

He puts a knee between my spread-eagled legs and nudges it right up to my pussy. |
rub against it greedily, like he knew | would. | want him inside me—fingers, cock,
anything, but it looks like he's sticking to the deal. One hole only. He carries on



biting and sucking my nipples, so rough it takes my breath away, all while | slide my
wet opening against his knee. It doesn’t take long. Between the sweet nipple torture,
the memory of him throat-fucking me, and the feel of him shoved up against my
pussy, | come again, throwing my head back and screaming his name. Afterward, |
melt into the mattress, exhausted, and he gets off the bed and grins down at me with
genuine amusement. Dominant Seb is always there, lurking below the surface, but
thisisthe other side of him—the silver fox with the kind eyes and laugh lines.

“1 don’'t know why you're so bloody tired, baby—all you did was lie there. | did all
the hard work.”

| smile up at him. “Could you untie me now? | really need to throw a pillow at your
smug face.”

“Nah, | don't think so,” he says, pulling on his clothes. “I’ve got these cameras to
install, plus the panic buttons. | brought a few good old-fashioned deadbolts for the
door as well. That’lltake me a couple of hours. | reckon. Plus, | might heat up some
of that paella you mentioned, grab a beer, watch the footie highlights...”

“Seb! No. We' ve stopped playing now—you can’t leave me tied up like this.”

He smooths a stray curl from my sweat-soaked face. “Oh, sweetheart. It's adorable
how innocent you are. We stop playing when | say so, and not a second earlier. I'm
sure you can get out of those restraints if you realy want to. Plus, your mouth isn’t
busy anymore. Use your safe word if you need it.”

With that, he saunters from the room, leaving me torn between tears and giggles.
When it comes to Sebastian Donovan, neither is ever far away. Maybe that’s what
makes it work for me. | can embrace the darkness, safe in the knowledge that laughter
IS right around the corner.



| lie still for a while, ssimply allowing myself to recover, to regain my composure.
Before he arrived, | was sitting alone in the kitchen, crying and afraid when | saw that
awful email about Bailey. Then | was pouring my heart out and finally confessing
about killing a man. Both of those things should be huge headfucks, but since then, |
haven't given them a second thought. Seb came up with the world's most effective
distraction technique, and | am beyond grateful.

My mind wanders back there now though, until a power tool kicks on in the next
room and distracts me once more. | imagine him wearing atool belt and nothing else.
Maybe ahard hat... Damn, | really am becoming obsessed.

| close my eyes, reminding myself that while Seb is a black belt in the sack, he's still
just aman. And men cheat, lie, and threaten. Men are not safe for me, which iswhy |
decided years ago that I’'m better off alone in the long-term. A wave of melancholy
threatens to take me back to a dark place, so | force myself to relax and try to rest.
Sleep will be impossible, but Ican be still and calm and breathe deeply for a while.
He'll be expecting meto freak, and if | wait him out, | will win this round.

| manage my competitive zen mode for longer than | expected, listening to him clatter
around and swear outside my room. Every now and then, he goes silent, and | wonder
If he’s coming back. He doesn't.

Eventually, | am overwhelmed with the need to be free, and | tug my wrists, testing
my restraints. He twined two pairs of nylons together for each rope, and they’'re
weirdly strong. | can move my hands alittle, but when | pull in an attempt to snap the
ties, | end up more tightly trapped. | try biting them and working them against the
wood until they fray, but none of it works. It’s as though he knows what he's doing. |
struggle like this for awhile, listening to him work outside, becoming more and more
annoyed at how he left me.

I’m getting uncomfortable with the nylon cutting into my skin, my limbs are going



numb, and | need to pee. Is he enjoying this? Is he out there laughing at me? The
bastard.

| wait until there’s alull in the proceedings and shout, “Seb? | need you.” | put a bit
of a sob into my voice, because | know he'll respond to that, and truthfully, it's not
that hard by this stage. There are real tears in my eyes and real red marks on my
wrists, neither of which isfun when there’s no sex involved.

He comes and leans against the doorjamb and raises his eyebrows. “Something you
need to say to me, sweetheart?’

| grit my teeth and bite back the tirade of curse words that threaten to pour out of my
mouth. “Chainsaw,” | mutter. “Fucking chainsaw.”

He grins. “Good girl. I’ve been listening. Took you a while though—why am | not
surprised?’ He pulls out his pocketknife again and sits on the edge of the bed so he
can slice through the tangled twists of nylon. Once my arms are free, he gently rubs
my wrists, helping the circulation return, then drops softkisses on my palms. “Got
yourself into a hit of a pickle, did you, sweetheart?” His tone is mild and
reassuring—almost paternal.

| don't want to, but | find myself melting inside. Okay, so he made me use my safe
word—nbut that iswhat it’stherefor. “Yeah. | did. And I’m cold, and | need the |00.”

He laughs and unties my feet. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. | didn’t intend to be gone for so
long. | got distracted. But | was listening out for you the whole time. Here, let me
help you.”

He wraps me up in a blanket and cradles me against his chest. | inhale, enjoying all
his usual scents with the addition of some well-earned sweat and wood shavings.
“Your legs might be a bit wobbly,” he says, explaining as he carries me to the en



suite bathroom. He places me down on the toilet and tucks the blanket around my
shoulders to keep me warm. “ There you go. Give me a shout if you need me.”

“Areyou leaving me here?’ | am shocked at how needy | sound.

He tilts his head. “ Of course. I’'m not going to stay and watch you pee—what do you
think 1 am, some kind of pervert?’

By the time I’'m done and dressed in my pagjamas, Seb has finished his work and is
sitting on my couch with his feet up, sipping from a bottle of Bud. The TV is on, and
a soccer match is being played out on arainy field.

| stop dead in the doorway and stare at him. Somehow, seeing him like this is more
threatening than seeing him holding a knife to my skin. | haven’'t let a man this close
to me since my ex-husband. | haven't had any serious relationships or shared my
space with another person or made any connections deeper than fun and friendly
hook-ups. Now this big man is sitting here, taking up my whole living room, looking
like he thinks he belongs here. | glance around and see the new cameras subtly placed
on my walls, the small red push buttons by the doorwayand in the kitchen. And | feel
my privacy and freedom and safety being drained away from me.
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“You okay?’ he asks, seeing my expression. | nod and pick my way around him. |
don’t want to sit next to him. | don’t want him to touch me at all, because if he does,
I'll lose myself. After filling up a glass of water, | sip it a the kitchen sink. | don’t
want to feel like this. | hate feeling like this. | want to be able to cuddle up with Seb
on my couch, to ask him to stay the night, to see where this whole thing leads. To be
goddamn normal for once.

He joins me in the kitchen, which now feels dominated by him. | back up against the
sink, and of course he notices. His eyes flash with first anger, then sadness, and he
shakes his head. “That time again, is it, Lauren? The time when you shut down and
kick me out?’

| close my eyes, wishing he were wrong. “I think it probably is. Don’'t be mad. |
never promised you anything more.”

He slams his bottle down on the counter. “No. You never promised me anything at
al, did you? And like afool, each time | hope it will be different. But no matter how
much you trust me physically, the shutters come down as soon as the fucking is over,
don’t they?’

“1 didn’t hear you complaining when your dick was in my mouth,” | retort, my anger
surging to the surface to match his. “Let’s not pretend that this is anything other than
sex for either of us. How many times do | have to tell you that | don’t do sleepovers
before you get it through your thick skull? I’m not in the market for a boyfriend, and |
never will be.” | hate myself for lashing out, but | can’t seem to stop myself.

He takes in a deep breath, nostrils flared, obviously trying to keep himself in check.



His rage is directly under the surface, shining in his eyes. The smile he givesmeisa
bitter and twisted thing. “Y ou know what’ s really fucked up about al of this? We talk
about the deep shit we talked about at dinner and then againtonight. We share secrets.
We do all the crazy stuff we do in the bedroom, which by the way is the best sex I've
ever had. We both come from worlds full of danger, and we both have our scars. But
me sleeping over?That’ swhat scares you? That's the most fucked-up thing I’ ve heard
al night, which is saying something. Y ou say you want to reclaim what’ s been taken
from you. What those cunts in Florida took from you, what your uncle took from you,
even whatever your twat of an ex took from you. What you don’t seem to understand
is that now, there's only one person taking anything from you—and that’s Lauren

Hayes.

| gape a him as he storms out of the kitchen. | want to hit him with a snappy
comeback, but | can’t find one. Shit. He might be right.

He shoves his tools back into his tool bag and turns to leave. “Cameras are working.
I’ll get the feed diverted to Gabriel’s phone, my phone, and Archangel HQ. Don’t do
anything in these rooms you don’t want a bunch of horny bruisers to see. Bear in
mind the system is digital, which means it’s not fool proof, so I’ ve left you some gear
as well. Keep it with you. And Lauren? Just to let you know, | wasn’'t planning on
sleeping over. | aready have plans tonight.”

What kind of plans? With another woman? Is that what he's telling me? And why
should | care anyway? But the thought of him with anyone else eats me up with
jealousy.
Chapter
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SEBASTIAN



There are dive bars, and there are dive bars—and this one is the kind you'd need a
deepwater submarine to find. The place is tucked away in a quiet corner of Soho, and
there’ s nothing on the door to indicate what’ s inside. No sign, no lig