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        For everyone who's ever had to let go of a love they weren’t ready to lose⁠—

        and found that somehow, against time, distance, and reason,

        the heart still remembered the way back home.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Sebastian

        

      

    

    
      The last two years disappear in a blink. Time folds in on itself, rushing by in a blur of events and headlines I barely remember living through. Maybe there is something in the air—or maybe everyone’s just getting soft. Nate went first, tying the knot like it was nothing, and now he’s got kids.

      Not that I’m jealous. He’s my best friend, I’m happy for him, really. But that smug bastard said something a while back that’s still bouncing around in my skull like a damn boomerang I can’t catch. “I didn’t think it was possible to love someone that much,” he told me once, eyes glazed with something more than pride. “Isabel makes life... easier.”

      Easier? I still can’t decide if he got lucky or if he sold his soul and came out smiling. Because let’s be honest, arranged marriages are supposed to be a mess. A contract with a smile stapled on top. And yet he got Isabel. Isabel, the kind of woman you’d think was dreamed into existence. She’s brilliant, calm, lethal with words, and still somehow soft where it counts. If that’s the result of an arrangement, maybe I’ve been looking at things all wrong.

      Nate and Isabel even made a bet over who’d fall next—me or Derek. Of course, it was Derek. He turned on being the romantic one, even if he plays it cool. Got swept up in it before any of us saw it coming.

      As for me? I’ve got time. I like my time. My freedom. I don’t need someone poking around in my life, asking questions I’m not ready to answer. I already have enough eyes on me: paparazzi behind bushes, gossip blogs dissecting who I’m with, what I’m doing, what I’m not doing. Every move scrutinized like I’m a puppet in a spotlight.

      I don't need a relationship adding more chaos to the circus.

      Even if, lately, there's this... itch. A hollow buzz beneath the surface.

      A feeling I can't quite name.

      And it’s starting to piss me off.

      I made a deal with my grandfather years ago—one I’ve clung to like a lifeline. I agreed to live without excess, without scandal, without disappearing into the haze of drugs and destruction like so many before me. In return, he promised not to enforce the archaic marriage protocol until I turned twenty-five.

      Fair trade.

      I’m not complaining. Honestly, I think I’ve ticked off almost every box on my life’s To Try list. Most of it was wild, borderline insane. But some of it... some of it mattered.

      My brother, Arthur, and I started that list when we were just kids, lying on the stone terrace of the summer palace, staring up at the stars and whispering dreams we were too proud to admit aloud in the daylight. Before marriage, we called it. A private rebellion against a future neither of us wanted to face too soon.

      Arthur is older by three years. Stronger. Smarter. Always the first to dive in headfirst. But he didn’t finish his list. He never got the chance. The day after his twenty-fifth birthday, he was married off in a spectacle of tradition and pressure, wearing a suit that didn’t quite fit his soul.

      He smiled through it. The perfect prince. The perfect puppet.

      I watched from the edge, fists clenched, promising myself I wouldn’t be next.

      I’ve always hated the protocol, hated how it wraps itself around our lives like invisible chains. But I respected it. That’s the twisted part. I respected the very thing that steals our choices. It’s been the foundation of our family for over four centuries, this gilded cage dressed up as legacy.

      It hasn’t stayed the same, of course. Each ruler adds their own twist to the law, some minor, some not. Evolution, they call it. I call it a slow suffocation dressed as progress. Still, change is necessary. Habits bend, cultures shift, and we adapt, whether we like it or not.

      But three things remain untouched, immovable like the pillars of a dying god:

      Marry at twenty-five.

      Pursue a full, relentless education.

      Serve your people: actively, visibly, politically.

      These aren’t suggestions. They’re carved into the bloodline of the Royal House of Greendale. The oldest monarchy in Europe. The most revered. The most feared. We’re not just rulers, we’re symbols. Our island thrives because we demand excellence. Because we uphold it. Import little. Export everything. Keep unemployment at zero. Keep appearances pristine. Keep emotion out of policy.

      But here’s the truth no one dares say aloud: We’re prisoners to perfection. Polished and paraded. Told who to be, how to feel, who to love or not.

      And now, my time is running out.

      I’m standing on the edge of twenty-five, staring down the barrel of an arranged marriage I never wanted, waiting for the moment the rest of my freedom gets signed away in gold ink and royal decree.

      I haven’t found my soulmate. Hell, I don’t even know if she even exists.

      But that doesn’t matter to the crown. Love is optional. Duty is not.

      And I’m running out of time.

      After finishing the last drop of scotch, I set the glass down, letting the silence of the bar settle around me like a familiar cloak. The ice clinks gently as I rise, my shoulders already tense with the weight of obligation waiting outside. K follows, silent and alert as always. He’s my friend, bodyguard, and shadow. The one person who knows when I need space and when I need saving.

      The windy afternoon air hits my face like a slap, sobering but not unwelcome. We’re halfway to the car, the city buzzing around us in a distant hum, when it happens.

      She slams into me like a bullet, fast and unexpected.

      I don’t have time to react. We both crash to the pavement, her weight knocking the breath from my lungs as she lands squarely on top of me.

      For a second, I just lie there, stunned.

      “Shit!” K jogs near us.

      She’s a brunette, hair tousled, cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I'm so sorry! I didn’t see you,” she blurts out, scrambling to get off me, her voice’s a rush of flustered sincerity.

      “I’m not,” I murmur, meeting her gaze as I get back on my feet.

      And I mean it. For a moment, it feels like something... shifts. I have never felt my heart beat but somehow something moved in my chest. Or the alcohol was a bit too much. Yeah, definitely the last one.

      Her eyes are rich, expressive, and yet it’s hard not to notice the rest: her toned body, the way her chest threatens to spill from her sports bra with every frantic breath. I’m only human, and she’s gorgeous. Still, I force myself to look up, not down. Not first. Not now.

      Decorum over desire. Even now.

      We’re brushing off the moment like dust from our clothes. She gives me a soft, crooked smile that doesn’t quite match the chaos of the encounter, and somehow that smile is worse—it lingers.

      “Thanks for cushioning my fall. My name is Payton.”

      Payton.

      I offer a polite half-bow. “Nice to meet you, Miss Payton. I’m Sebastian.”

      She starts backing away, her eyes still locked on mine for a second too long before she turns. “Have a great day. And... sorry again.”

      She jogs off down the sidewalk, her ponytail swaying behind her like punctuation to a sentence I wasn’t ready to end. I watch her go. Two blocks down, she disappears into a building—unremarkable, except now it holds a mystery.

      Fuck! I need to ease up on alcohol.

      K clears his throat beside me, subtle but amused. “You okay, Your Highness?”

      I blink, still facing the street. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

      But I’m not. Not really. There’s a flutter beneath my ribs I can’t explain, and for a man trained to control everything makes it uncomfortable but interesting at the same time.

      I shake it off. “Let’s go. I need a few hours of sleep before tonight’s event.”

      K nods as we step into the car.

      “Ready to get married?” he throws the punch with a grin.

      I groan. “Absolutely not.”

      He laughs, but I stare out the window as the city rolls past, a hint of something tight in my chest. “But I have to do it. It’s duty, not desire.” I pause, watching the blur of lights outside. “For now, I’ll enjoy these last six months of freedom.”

      All the way to the hotel, my mind is stuck on that girl. Payton. There’s a spark to her I can’t explain, the kind that gets under your skin and stays there. The curve of her mouth, those mesmerizing pink lips, the scent she left behind—subtle, citrusy with something like jasmine—lingers like a ghost in my senses.

      “...we’ll leave at seven p.m., so you’ll get to the event by eight,” K says, cutting through my thoughts as he eases the car to a stop in front of the hotel.

      “Hm-hmm,” I murmur, eyes still fixed on the city through the tinted window.

      There’s a beat of silence. Then the door clicks open, and K’s voice carries that edge of amusement I know too well. “How much of what I said did you actually hear?”

      I slide out, adjusting my jacket, trying to look more composed than I feel. “You can’t seriously ask me that.”

      “So... none of it,” he deadpans, following me through the hotel’s rotating door. “What, or should I say who, were you thinking about?”

      I throw him a glance that says drop it, but he’s relentless. “I heard the only part that matters: seven p.m. departure. That’s all I need to know.”

      K just shakes his head, laughing under his breath. “Unbelievable. I gave you a full schedule rundown, flight logistics for next week, even reminded you about the charity brunch. And you were in outer space.”

      “I’m sorry,” I sigh, dragging a hand through my hair. “My mind was... occupied.”

      He snorts. “Let me guess: Paige?”

      I stop walking and glance over my shoulder. “Payton.”

      K’s brows lift. “Oh. So I wasn’t that far off.”

      “No,” I grin. “And yeah... I can’t get her out of my head.”

      He whistles low, smirking. “Man’s been in New York less than an hour and already caught a case of the butterflies.”

      I glare. “It’s not butterflies.”

      “It’s something,” he says walking in front of me while the security covers our back. “But let’s be real—it’s New York. Beautiful women outnumber pigeons.”

      “I know. But the way she looked at me like I was just a guy she knocked over on the street. No recognition, no fake smiles. It was... refreshing.”

      K steps in first, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “You mean she didn’t treat you like royalty.”

      “Exactly.”

      He moves forward as the door opens to the foyer. “So, what now? You planning to bump into her again by accident, Your Highness?”

      I smirk. “I’m planning for you to find her.”

      K groans. “Of course you are.”

      “You know what to do,” I pull out my phone and shoot him a casual glance. “Her name is Payton. Brunette. Mid-twenties more or less, lives two blocks from the bar. Probably works out nearby or lives close enough to jog there.”

      “That’s not a lot to go on,” he mutters.

      I grin. “You found a black-market diamond broker in Thailand based on a birthmark and a nickname. Don’t tell me this is hard.”

      He gives me a look, somewhere between amused and exasperated. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      I lose my collar as I walk down the hallway. “Six months left, K. If I have to get married, the least I can do is try to find someone who actually makes me feel something. Or negotiate something.”

      “Your Highness, welcome back to the Élysée.” The crisp British accent pulls my attention to a tall man with a perfectly tailored navy suit and a clipboard tucked under one arm. “My name is Alan Montgomery, and I’m the manager. The Presidential Suite is ready, and your bags have already been sorted.”

      I offer him a cordial smile as I adjust my cufflinks. “Thank you, Mr. Montgomery. It’s always a pleasure to come back. I feel like I’m home every time I step into this lobby.”

      He beams at the compliment, giving a slight bow of his head. “We’re honored to have you, Your Highness. If there’s anything at all⁠—”

      “I’ll let you know,” I say smoothly, already heading toward the elevator, with K close behind me.

      The moment the elevator doors slide shut, the luxury and silence inside are shattered by K’s grumbling.

      “Do you even hear yourself? Do you know how many people are in New York? And how many girls are named Payton? Millions!”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, inhaling slowly. My temples throb in rhythm with his voice. “I’m not asking for every Payton in the five boroughs, K. Just the one who lives, or jogs, around 28 Madison Avenue. That narrows it down. Massively.”

      K scoffs. “You act like that’s a lock. What if she was just passing by?”

      “Then you’ll figure it out,” I say calmly, but my tone carries the weight of finality since I am not debating this.

      He lets out a sigh that sounds like a full-body groan. “You know I’m gonna end up bribing some poor doorman or hacking into city records again, right?”

      “I have full confidence in your talents.”

      K crosses his arms, muttering something about “overpaid babysitting” as the elevator slows.

      “Besides,” I add, glancing at our reflections in the mirrored walls, “you like a challenge.”

      The elevator chimes and the doors slide open to our private floor. A luxurious hallway greets us—marble floors, gold accents, muted lighting. I walk ahead, letting the quiet absorb the tension.

      “Consider it done,” K mutters behind me, pulling out his phone already. “But if she turns out to be a serial killer, I’m telling your grandfather.”

      I pause mid-step, looking back at him with a smirk. “If she is, she’ll have to get in line.”

      He groans louder this time, following me into the suite. “This is what I get for working for royalty with a death wish and a hard-on for mystery women.”

      I toss my jacket over the back of a velvet armchair and head toward the bar. “You know me too well.”

      As I pour a glass of water, my gaze drifts toward the skyline through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Manhattan sparkles like a kingdom of its own.

      Six months left of freedom.

      And I suddenly want to spend every second chasing a girl who didn’t even know who I really am.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The hot shower washes off the exhaustion from the flight, but it doesn’t do a damn thing to clear my head. Payton’s face still lingers behind my eyes, like a half-remembered dream I don’t want to wake up from.

      I towel off, knot the robe around my waist, and glance at the suit laid out on the bed. Midnight black. Classic. Crisp. Regal without being showy. The inner silk lining bears the House of Greendale crest—subtle, but unmistakable.

      I check the time: 6:42 p.m.

      “K,” I call out as I step into the suite’s lounge. He’s at the desk, laptop open, phone pressed to one ear, tablet flicked on to a digital schedule. A picture of efficiency.

      He sets the phone down. “We’re scheduled to depart in eighteen minutes. The gala starts at eight, but they’ve reserved a small reception for key donors beforehand.”

      “Sounds delightful,” I slip the cufflinks through my shirt. “Updates on Payton?”

      He doesn’t flinch. “Lady Payton Brismond. Twenty-four years old. Works as an event planner, mostly high-profile clients and non-profit organizations. Freelance but highly sought after—very connected in New York’s philanthropic circles. Lives at 28 Madison Avenue. Unmarried, no children.”

      My hands pause for a beat. “Event planner.”

      “Yes, sir. And she travels frequently—her social media highlights include Nairobi, Tuscany, the Greek isles. She documents it all with mild sarcasm and excellent photography. She appears to be... grounded. Intelligent.”

      There’s a flicker of something in K’s tone. Not judgment. Observation.

      “She’s involved in tonight’s event, in fact,” he continues. “One of the organizing coordinators. If you’re hoping for a second encounter, tonight might provide an... organic opportunity.”

      I smirk. “You make it sound so... calculated. Do you think it was all premeditated?”

      “Don’t think so. It may be entirely by design.”

      I finish tying my tie, adjusting it as I walk over to inspect my reflection. “Thank you, K. As always, you’re five steps ahead.”

      He gives a slight bow. “That’s my job, sir.”

      A pause.

      “If I may, however, a word of caution.” He adds with the barest glint of mischief.

      I raise a brow. “Go on.”

      “This woman isn’t some passing indulgence. You’re clearly... intrigued. But intrigue becomes a complication when six months from now, you’re bound by protocol. A future queen will not be selected by chance.”

      “I’m aware,” I say quietly.

      But as I adjust my watch and shrug into my jacket, I know I’m not walking away. Not yet.

      “Still,” I add, meeting K’s gaze, “I’d rather regret knowing her than wonder for the rest of my life what might’ve happened.”

      K nods once, then checks the time. “Car’s ready. Shall we?”

      

      The black SUV glides through Manhattan traffic with a police escort keeping the rhythm. Outside, New Yorkers rush past in the fading sunlight, oblivious to the quiet war in my head.

      It’s not just that I can’t stop thinking about her. It’s that she made me feel... normal. People don’t do that and it seems all studied.

      I lean back in the seat, letting my fingers tap a slow rhythm on the window frame.

      K speaks without looking over. “The event is hosted at 583 Park Avenue. Guest list includes UN reps, several African dignitaries, CEOs from key donor companies, and a few notable royals.”

      “Any surprises?”

      “None on the list,” he replies. “But expect attention. You’ve been out of the spotlight for a while. They’ll want to know what Greendale’s prince is doing in New York.”

      Chasing a girl he met by accident, I think but don’t say.

      “I’ll manage,” I murmur.

      “Will Elizabeth attend?”

      “Only her aunt.”

      “Too bad, Elizabeth may have made this charity a little more interesting.”

      K chuckles but says nothing else. Even if so young, Elizabeth is one of the Royalty I like to spend time with when I get the chance.

      As the lights of the city flicker against the windows and the car nears the venue, I exhale slowly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Sebastian

          

        

      

    

    
      When I step out of the car, the chaos begins.

      Flashes explode in a relentless staccato, like lightning in a summer storm. Shouts rise, questions hurled in rapid-fire succession.

      “Your Highness, who designed your suit tonight?”

      “Is Greendale supporting any projects officially?”

      I answer none of them—only smile, give the practiced nod, and walk forward with purpose. K is at my side, poised and silent, intercepting the most intrusive flashes with his body like a well-trained shield.

      Inside, calm replaces the madness. The familiar air of 583 Park Avenue greets me with understated grandeur. Every time I step through these doors, the ghosts of past events stir—galas, fundraisers, negotiations wrapped in champagne toasts.

      But tonight, something is different.

      The Grand Ballroom unfolds like a dream—soft golden light casting everything in an ethereal glow. The strings of the orchestra hum gently, like the opening notes of a fairy tale. Tables draped in ivory linens encircle a polished dance floor. Crystal glassware sparkles. Roses and hydrangeas, white and blush, bloom from towering arrangements that catch the light like living chandeliers.

      Even I have to admit, it’s breathtaking.

      “Credit where it’s due,” I murmur to K. “The event planner has taste.”

      “She does,” he replies with an almost imperceptible edge of amusement.

      A woman in her fifties, elegant in navy silk, clutching a sequined clutch and slightly breathless, appears before me, offering her hand with enthusiasm and reverence.

      “Your Highness, it’s truly an honor to have you here tonight,” she says with a bright smile that borders on charming chaos. “My name is Audrey Saint-Claire. I co-organized tonight’s event.”

      “Mrs. Saint-Claire,” I say with a slight nod, “the pleasure is mine. I must say, I’m impressed with the arrangement... and the choice of flowers. A stunning combination.”

      “Oh, thank you, but the credit doesn’t belong to me. My partner has an obsession with florals,” she giggles. “Every room we enter must be drowning in petals. She says it’s the key to setting the right tone.”

      “All women love flowers,” I reply, amused.

      But my voice fades off slightly. Because across the ballroom, just beyond the swirl of glittering gowns and clinking champagne flutes, I see her.

      She’s speaking to one of the servers, pointing toward a table, expression focused, elegant in a deep emerald dress that hugs her curves with subtle elegance. Her dark hair is pinned up loosely, strands falling to brush her neck. And then, just like that, she’s gone—disappearing behind a cluster of guests.

      My heart picks up. K notices. Of course, he does.

      “May I introduce you to the president of the association, Maurice Lacroix?” Mrs. Saint-Claire says, drawing my attention back.

      “Of course,” I collect myself.

      Lacroix, a tall man with silver hair and a warm presence, steps forward and shakes my hand firmly.

      “Your Highness, I’m truly honored. Your support means the world to us.”

      “I’ve read your project carefully, Mr. Lacroix. And believe me, the House of Greendale would be honored to contribute. It’s an ambitious undertaking. But a worthy one.”

      “Thank you.” Emotion flickering behind his eyes. “We’ve worked tirelessly. Our goal is simple: clean, accessible water for every village within the radius. A 7,000-mile irrigation system in two years is ambitious, yes. But we have the team, the will, the partnerships and hopefully the funds.”

      “You already are making a difference,” I reply. “Clean water changes everything. From agriculture to public health. Especially for remote populations who have been left behind.”

      As we speak, more figures join us. Familiar faces. Powerful men.

      Governor Hussaim of Nigeria. President Oulays of Ethiopia. Prime Minister Unghele of Chad.

      We exchange greetings; respectful nods, mutual admiration.

      “Mr. Lacroix,” I take a flute of champagne, “Are there plans for health centers? Vaccine distribution? Schools?”

      Before Lacroix can answer, a clear, confident voice slices through the air. “That is just a utopia.”

      The conversation halts.

      Heads turn.

      A hush falls over the small circle as a woman steps forward—poised, elegant, and unmistakably confident.

      Payton.

      She stands tall, her posture straight but relaxed, clipboard in one hand, the other resting lightly at her side. Her emerald dress catches the light, and her eyes—those striking, clever eyes—scan the men in front of her without flinching.

      “Whatever we do to improve the African reality,” she continues, voice calm but edged with fire, “we’ll never succeed… if we keep letting cynicism lead the way.”

      I stare at her, caught somewhere between admiration and disbelief. Not just at her audacity, though it’s impressive, but at how naturally she commands the room. As if she were born to stand in the center of power and challenge it with grace.

      Lacroix smiles, more amused than offended. “Miss Brismond,” he says gently, “always passionate.”

      She offers him a small smile in return. “Someone has to be. And I’ve seen too much not to believe in change. Real change. Even if it comes slowly.”

      “And you are…?” President Oulays asks with curiosity, his tone respectful.

      “Payton Brismond,” she steps slightly forward. “Event coordinator and part of the oversight committee for the African Initiative. I’ve visited four of the field sites personally. I’ve met the families. Held the hands of the children who walk miles just to fill a jug. So forgive me if I don’t entertain the notion that it’s impossible.”

      There's a beat of silence. Then the Governor of Nigeria nods, impressed. “Well said.”

      Payton catches my gaze for the briefest second, and for a moment, the entire ballroom disappears. Her expression softens, surprise flickering in her eyes, but she doesn’t look away.

      She doesn’t smile, either.

      That, somehow, makes her even more captivating.

      Her eyes narrow with confusion. “Sebastian?”

      Miss Saint-Claire lets out a quiet gasp. “Payton! That is no way to…”

      Ignoring her, I offer Payton a small, measured smile. “Hello, Miss Brismond. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Well,” Lacroix reclaims the group’s attention with practiced ease, “with the support of our many partners, we believe the next phase of our project can begin by the end of the year. That includes a pilot program for vaccination campaigns too, in cooperation with Doctors Without Borders and local governments.”

      “Again, utopia.” She rolls her eyes like it’s bullshit.

      Governor Hussaim chuckles, joined by President Oulays and Prime Minister Unghele. “Miss Brismond doesn’t know what she’s saying,” he waves a hand like he’s swatting away an annoying mosquito.

      But Payton steps forward, voice sharp as glass. “Oh, really? Then maybe you can enlighten me, Prime Minister.” She fixes her gaze on Unghele, unwavering. “Last year, at this very fundraiser, over two billion dollars were pledged to build clinics in Sub-Saharan Africa. I ask you now, how many clinics were actually opened?”

      Silence.

      Unghele shifts uncomfortably, clearing his throat. “Well...”

      “Don’t bother,” she cuts in. “The target was twenty-five. We managed five. Five.” She holds up her hand for emphasis. “You want to talk logistics? Fine. But let’s not pretend we’re doing enough. Or worse—act like the rest of us are fools for asking where the money went.”

      The mood shifts. Tension coils through the air like a storm rolling in, and I can feel the discomfort ripple through the room.

      “The funds weren’t enough,” Unghele finally says with a tight voice. “There were… delays.”

      Payton’s smile is razor-sharp. “Delays. Of course. Two billion dollars evaporated into bureaucratic fog.”

      I can’t help but admire her. Fierce. Articulate. Unapologetically honest. But I also know how fragile diplomacy can be, and how close we are to fracturing it.

      The orchestra, as if sent by divine intervention, begins to play the Venetian rondo. The melody is soft, elegant, and precisely the distraction we need.

      I take a step forward. “Miss Brismond,” I extend my hand with a small smile, “may I have the honor of this dance?”

      Her eyes linger on mine, and for a moment I wonder if she’ll refuse.

      Then she places her hand in mine. “Yes. I love this melody.”

      As we glide onto the floor, every eye in the room follows. She’s stunning; the open back of her gown reveals smooth skin that brushes against my hand with each turn.

      “I love the passion you have,” I say quietly.

      “I’m sorry I got carried away.” Her voice softens, losing some of its sharpness. “It’s just… it makes me angry. The thought of people growing rich off suffering. I don’t buy the delay bullshit either, not when the funds are gone.” She shakes her head, “but we don’t have to talk about that now. Tell me, what are you doing here?”

      I give her a mock-sheepish look. “I should’ve introduced myself earlier. Forgive my manners.”

      She frowns slightly, curious.

      “My name is Sebastian Alexander III.” I watch her carefully. “Prince of Greendale.”

      Her eyes go wide. She stops mid-step, the color rising to her cheeks.

      “I… I didn’t know. Your Highness, I… I’m so sorry.” She tries to pull away, flustered, her formality suddenly replacing her fire.

      But I gently twirl her back toward me, catching her before she can retreat.

      “Don’t,” I whisper, steadying her. “Don’t do that.”

      She looks up at me, brows drawn together. “Do what?”

      “Change. Apologize. Start calling me Your Highness.” I lean in closer. “I hate it when people stop being themselves the second they find out who I am.”

      “But I⁠—”

      I pull her slightly closer. “Just smile,” I murmur. “You don’t have to say anything. Just be yourself. That’s more than enough.”

      Her lips part slightly, as if she wants to argue, but instead, she smiles.

      And just like that, the room falls away. It’s just us now, dancing to a melody that suddenly feels like it was written for this exact moment.

      When the music ends, she dips into a graceful bow, elegant and composed, and offers me a soft, almost guarded smile.

      “I should get back to work,” she says, her voice like silk pulled taut. “But thank you for the dance.”

      “Payton, wait—” I reach out instinctively, but she’s already moving, slipping through the crowd with effortless poise. I hesitate for a breath, just long enough to watch her disappear around the corner—then I follow.

      I know how it looks. A prince stalking the event coordinator through a gilded ballroom. But I don’t care. I’m done playing the role tonight.

      She slips into a side room, one of the smaller offices behind the main floor. I step inside without knocking and close the door behind me with a soft click.

      She turns sharply. “Sebastian…” She exhales, visibly flustered. “Your Highness, if someone sees us…”

      “Let them talk,” I lean casually against the door, crossing my arms. “You danced with me, not plotted treason. Why are you running away?”

      She fumbles with a stack of folders on the desk, trying to regain composure. But I can see the flush on her neck, the way her fingers tremble slightly. She feels this. Just like I do.

      “I’m not running away,” she finally looks up at me. Her voice is quieter now. “It’s just… I’m not a princess. I don’t come from estates or a royal bloodline. I organize tables and budgets. I stay behind the scenes. That’s where I belong.”

      She steps closer. Her perfume wraps around me again like a memory I never asked for but now can’t forget.

      “You,” she whispers, “are dangerous. And I know my place.”

      I move without thinking.

      I pull her into a kiss and when her lips meet mine, soft, intentional, charged, for one suspended second, the world ceases to exist.

      And then she pulls back, eyes wide, breath unsteady. She doesn’t speak, just passes by and walks out.

      I stay in the quiet, heart still racing, pulse thrumming in my throat.

      What the hell happened?

      

      I don’t have the chance to see her again for the rest of the evening. She’s gone.

      After the formalities and a final round of champagne, laced donations, I make my exit with a smile pasted on my face and frustration burning like fire beneath my skin.

      In the car, K glances over. “The evening was a success, as far as I’ve heard.”

      “It was.” My voice is flat. “Let’s head back to the hotel. I need to change.”

      “Are you planning to go somewhere?” he asks, already suspicious. “It’s nearly eleven.”

      “You sound like my grandfather.”

      “That’s terrifying,” he deadpans. “Where are we going?”

      “I want to go to Lux.”

      There’s a beat of silence. Then K smirks, just barely.

      I give him a warning glance. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he replies innocently. “Just… interesting.”

      He knows exactly what it means.

      The moment I get back, I strip off the evening’s layers. I throw on a pair of dark jeans, a clean white shirt, and a black leather jacket. The look is casual. Civilian. Me.

      But it doesn’t chase away the image of her lips on mine. Or the way she said I was dangerous like it thrilled her and terrified her in the same breath.

      K is already waiting outside the elevator when I emerge.

      “You’re not going to call her?” he asks as we descend to the parking garage.

      “I don’t want to look like a stalker.” I grin, “Lux,” I repeat.

      We move through the garage toward the car. I slide into the passenger seat while K takes the wheel.

      “It’s interesting,” he repeats, glancing over again, “that you chose Lux of all places.”

      “It’s exclusive. Anonymous. Whatever happens there stays there. No photos. No headlines. No one trying to impress me or use me. I need that tonight.”

      “I understand,” he says, his tone more serious now. “But there are new clubs that offer that same discretion. Less attention.”

      “No,” I say without hesitation. “I want Lux.”

      And I mean it.

      Because Lux is the only place in this city that doesn’t care about who I am.

      And tonight, I want to forget the crown.

      Forget the rules.

      Forget that I’m six months from marrying someone I haven’t even met.

      I want to lose myself in the night.

      Or maybe…

      I just want to lose myself in the thought of her.

      Lux is my escape, my hunting ground. My kingdom behind closed doors.

      No names. No titles. No eyes that look at me with expectations. Just velvet, secrets, and shadows.

      After greeting the owners Matteo and Lizzie with the nod reserved for old friends and dangerous allies, I cut straight to the bar. I don’t need conversation.

      I need fire.

      “Double whiskey,” I tell the bartender. He doesn’t bow, doesn’t blink. That’s why I love this place.

      I take the glass, the bite of it sliding down my throat, and head to my usual table with K. Tucked in the shadows, half-claimed, half-hidden.

      And that’s when I see Payton.

      My glass freezes halfway to my lips.

      She walks in like a fantasy built in flesh, short black dress hugging her like a lover, high heels sharpening her every step, and her hair swept up to reveal the curve of her throat. She doesn’t belong to this room, she owns it without even realizing.

      K notices me tense.

      “You see her, don’t you?” he says, low. “I told you. Interesting choice. You two have more in common than you think.”

      I don’t answer. I’m too focused.

      I watch her scan the room, unsure. Curious. The same fire from earlier is still in her posture, but there’s a hint of vulnerability now. Of something she’s trying to hold back.

      Then Marcus slinks into her orbit.

      A man who doesn’t deserve to speak her name.

      He’s circling her like prey. Leaning too close. Wearing that smile. The one I’ve seen before—the one that hides something far darker. His reputation precedes him. Sadist, cruel, careless. The kind of man who breaks a woman for sport.

      My jaw tightens.

      “Go get her,” K murmurs with a flicker of warning in his voice.

      I down the rest of my whiskey. The glass hits the table hard. “You’d better believe it. Payton is mine.”

      I’m moving before I’ve even processed it, my instincts taking over. She’s looking for a way out, I can see it in her eyes. And when she spots me, her relief and surprise are instant. Her lips part with silent gratitude.

      I close the distance in three strides.

      “Baby girl, you’re finally here,” I cup her face and kiss her forehead. She melts into me without a second thought.

      Marcus stiffens, sneering. “I don’t think⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I say, turning slowly toward him. My voice doesn’t rise, but it doesn’t need to. “She’s with me. Find someone else to chase.”

      My eyes hold his, hard and cold. He knows not to push. Not with me.

      He slinks off, and I feel her exhale beside me—tight, controlled. I take her hand in mine, her fingers trembling just enough for me to feel it.

      I lead her back to my table like she already belongs there. Because now she does.

      K gives her a polite nod, then vanishes into the room with the practiced grace of someone who knows when he’s no longer needed.

      I slide into the booth beside her instead of across. Close. Claiming.

      “You can’t run this time,” I say, voice low in her ear. “Marcus is the most sadistic Dom in this place, and he wants you, whether you want it or not.”

      She turns to me slowly. Her composure returns too fast. “Sebastian… are you following me?”

      “Or are you following me?”

      Her lips curve. “Lux is my secret place. The one spot in this city where I can be anonymous. Where I can breathe. The rules here protect my identity.”

      “They protect mine too,” I reply. My fingers trace along the hem of her dress, barely grazing her thigh. “This is the only place where I'm not a prince. Just a man.”

      Her eyes meet mine. Bold. Testing. Wanting.

      “So,” she breathes, “what is your Royal Highness doing here tonight?”

      I lean in, my nose brushes the shell of her ear. She shivers.

      “Same thing as you, Payton. Escaping. Searching. Watching.”

      “For what?” she whispers.

      “Tell me, Payton…” I turn her chin toward me with two fingers. Her breath catches, lashes fluttering as my thumb drags across her lower lip.  “Who are you, really?”

      She opens her mouth, but nothing comes. And that silence says everything.

      I slide closer, hand resting on her thigh now—firm, possessive, daring her to move away. She doesn’t.

      “You’re not invisible,” I murmur. “Not here. Not with me.”

      She swallows, eyes locked on mine.

      “You scare me,” she confesses, voice hushed. “Because I feel like you see everything I try to hide.”

      “I do,” I whisper. “And I’m not looking away.”

      For a second, the world stills again—just like when I kissed her earlier.

      And I know this isn’t over.

      Not tonight.

      Not until she asks for more.
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      I should’ve been paying attention.

      But I was distracted, checking a text on my smartwatch, jogging the last few blocks before heading home to get ready for the night. The rhythm of the city buzzed around me, but I was locked in on the tiny screen on my wrist. A final update from Audrey about the table arrangements.

      And then—bam.

      I slammed into something, or someone, solid.

      My breath caught as I got ready to meet the pavement but two strong arms caught me.

      Held me.

      The world… just stopped.

      I don’t mean that metaphorically, I mean actually, terrifyingly, beautifully stopped.

      The noise of the street faded into silence, replaced by the thunder of my heart in my ears. Everything narrowed into a tunnel, and he was at the end of it.

      Tall. Broad. Dark hair tousled just enough to look effortless. Sharp jaw. Focused eyes, storm-gray and unreadable, scanning my face like I was a puzzle he wasn’t expecting, but was suddenly desperate to solve.

      He wasn’t winded or surprised. He looked like someone who’s used to carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      God. That voice. It rippled down my spine like silk and gravel all at once. Confident. Warm. Dangerous.

      My eyes dropped—to his chest, his throat, his mouth. Those lips could talk a nun into sin. And here I was, sweaty in leggings and a sports bra, tangled in his arms.

      Not my finest moment.

      When he asked me if I was okay, I lied. I wasn’t. He was touching me like he’d done it before. Like I belonged there.

      He smiled at me, crooked, knowing, and something fluttered in my chest.

      I gave him my name. He gave me his—Sebastian.

      It didn’t click.

      Not then.

      And tonight at first, I figured he was just another tycoon—there are plenty of them here. CEOs, private investors, tech heirs. The kind of men who write six-figure checks without blinking. The kind of men we needed at this event if we were going to fund clinics across Sub-Saharan Africa.

      He fit right in.

      Tailored tux. Understated watch. Sharp, regal bearing. That cool confidence—the kind that screams old money and power without needing to prove it.

      But when he asked me to dance… something shifted again.

      It wasn’t polite or obligatory. It was intentional. The way he extended his hand, the way he looked at me like I was the only one in the room. Like he saw me.

      When I took his hand, sparks shot up my arm.

      And when he pulled me into the rhythm of the music, I forgot everything.

      The soft glide of his hand against my back, the strength in the way he led, the heat of his body so close to mine, it was like slipping into something familiar, something forbidden. A slow, exquisite unraveling.

      And I let it happen. I wanted it to happen.

      Dancing with him was like falling. Slow, hypnotic, inevitable. The way his hand gripped my waist, the way his eyes burned into mine with something primal and possessive, it lit a match somewhere deep inside me.

      And I didn’t want to put it out, but he’s a royal and I had to.

      I just wanted to feel that pull again. That danger. That heat.

      But wanting it… doesn’t mean I can have it.

      I needed a release. An escape. I can’t stop trembling from that kiss. I feel hot, coiled, restless.

      Lux is the only place that can handle this kind of energy.

      Where I don’t have to be the smiling professional, or the well-behaved girl who plays by society’s rules. Where I can be reckless. Free. Anonymous.

      And tonight, I need to be all those things.

      Tonight, I need to forget the way he looked at me like I was his.

      Once I discovered this hidden corner of paradise, I never looked back.

      Lux became my sanctuary.

      The one place in the world where I’m not the daughter of anyone, not the employee, not the woman at the mercy of polite expectations and careful words. Here, I’m just… me.

      A woman. Free. Desired. In control and yet, sometimes, aching to surrender.

      Matteo and Lizzie built this place for people like us, those who move through the world with masks and walls, and crave a space to be stripped of both. Only members get through the gate. Anonymity isn’t just expected—it’s sacred. Rule number one.

      Tonight, I need that anonymity more than ever.

      When Paul, my driver, pulls up in front of the villa, I catch myself smiling for the first time in hours. I step out of the car and breathe in the night: cool, clean, thick with anticipation.

      Maybe tonight will be more fun than usual. Maybe tonight will be enough to push Sebastian out of my head.

      God knows he’s taken up too much space already.

      I pause at the entrance and turn to admire the path behind me. The tree trunks along the road from the gate are wrapped in delicate white lights, casting a soft glow on the rose bushes and the elegant stone fountain.

      It’s romantic in the most decadent, dangerous way.

      The two bouncers at the door nod in recognition. No names. No questions. Just trust earned and boundaries respected. I hand off my coat and slip my purse under my arm, heels clicking confidently on the polished floors as I make my way inside.

      The sound of low, sensual music greets me first, followed by the scent of jasmine and candle smoke.

      Lux is split into three worlds: the bar, where eyes meet and games begin… the dungeon, where boundaries blur and the air tastes like sin… and the private area, hidden behind an elevator that only the elite can access. Masters. Trusted Doms. The truly dangerous.

      I’m heading toward the bar when I spot Vincent, one of the more older Doms, hand resting at the nape of Anna, his Submissive. Their connection is palpable. He leads her toward the dungeon with a subtle tug on the leash, and I mouth, see you later.

      I order a glass of red wine. I’m not in the mood for anything else tonight; I need something smoother, darker, slower.

      I take a sip and let the warmth spread through me.

      And then, I feel the presence.

      My back straightens before my mind catches up.

      I turn.

      My breath hitches as a familiar man approaches me—Marcus. One of the Doms I’ve always avoided. I’ve heard the stories. Pain without care. Control without connection. And his eyes crawl over me like an unwanted touch.

      “You’re looking beautiful and sexy as usual,” he glances at me from head to toe.

      “Good evening, Marcus. Thank you,” I reply, avoiding eye contact.

      “Do you have the evening off, or are you already busy? I’d like to take you to heaven.”

      Or to hell.

      His being so insistent starts to get annoying.

      I glance around and it’s then when I spot him. Of course Sebastian would have access to Lux.

      He’s seated at a corner table, in shadow, drink in hand, legs relaxed and spread just enough to show confidence without arrogance. Black jeans. White shirt. Leather jacket. Not a prince here—but every inch a predator.

      He’s watching me. Not moving. Not blinking. Just watching.

      My pulse flares to life.

      And then he stands and moves.

      Owns the space between us in seconds.

      “Baby girl, you’re finally here,” he says with a smooth and possessive voice as he leans in and presses a kiss to my forehead.

      It’s an intimate gesture but also a warning. A claim.

      Marcus steps back, but not without protest. “I was talking to her…”

      “She’s with me,” Sebastian says, without even looking at him. Just gripping my hand, warm and firm. “She doesn’t need what you’re offering.” True.

      His voice is velvet-dagger sharp. Not loud. But lethal.

      Marcus mutters something under his breath and disappears.

      I should step back.

      I should tell him off.

      But I don’t.

      He leads me to his table, and I follow like it’s already been decided.

      His ever-watchful shadow, nods politely and excuses himself, fading into the room. Leaving us alone.

      “You can’t run away this time,” Sebastian says in a low and intimate voice. “It seems like Marcus had his sights on you.”

      “I wasn’t going to entertain him,” I tilt my chin up.

      “But you hesitated. And he thrives on hesitation.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Are you following me?”

      “Or are you following me?” he counters, that dangerous smirk returning.

      I exhale. “Lux is my escape. Where I come to forget the world. Where I don’t have to pretend.”

      “Same,” he replies, studying me. “I’m not a prince here. I’m just a man.”

      Sitting next to him again feels like slipping into a dream I forgot I had. His scent, deep, masculine, laced with something smoky and addictive, wraps around me like silk and fire. I breathe it in, and I already know: I’ve missed it. Missed him.

      His voice is low when he asks, “Tell me… who are you, really?”

      But the way he says it is not just curiosity. It’s a command disguised as a caress.

      I turn toward him, meeting that storm-gray gaze head-on. My pulse flutters. Those eyes make me feel everything at once: calm, excited, desired, completely seen. As if no one else exists.

      Maybe it’s madness. Maybe it’s the heat of the club or the lingering ache from our kiss earlier, but I already know what I want. I want to be his. Even if it’s only for tonight. Even if it costs me my soul.

      “Who do you think I am?” I murmur, tilting my head slightly, challenging him. Teasing. Testing.

      “I don’t know yet,” he leans in. His lips hover close to my ear, breath warm and deliberate, “but I’m going to enjoy finding out. And while I’m nothing like Marcus—my interrogation techniques will get me the information I want. You’ll be exhausted. And satisfied.”

      A sharp thrill dances down my spine.

      “Oh, really?” I arch an eyebrow, my tone playful mocking, even. “Confident much, Your Highness?” He smirks, but I keep going, my voice dropping lower. “Do you have any idea how many Dominants I’ve met who say the exact same thing? They all promise heaven… and deliver mediocrity. You might want to choose your words carefully, Sebastian. I have no problem letting your own promises haunt you.”

      I let my fingers drift over the rim of my wine glass, then glance briefly toward his bodyguard, standing quietly across the room.

      “And while your bodyguard is devastatingly handsome,” I add with a sly smile, “I don’t share. If we’re doing this, I want privacy. Is he going to be standing in the corner taking notes, or…?”

      “Seems I’m not the only confident one here,” Sebastian says, his smile turning wicked.

      “I have my reasons,” I reply. “A few of my former lovers are still begging me to come back. It would be a shame to add a royal Dominant to that list of regret.”

      The words feel like armor, but inside, I’m already cracking.

      He kisses the curve of my neck, and I swear I feel the earth tilt.

      His scent, the heat of his mouth against my skin… they do nothing but tear down every defense I’ve ever built. Brick by brick. Every reason I had to say no becomes background noise.

      “Please say yes,” he murmurs, his voice suddenly quiet, raw and intimate. “Say you’ll be mine. At least for tonight.”

      I look up.

      His eyes have changed.

      They’re molten now—dark, wild, intense. Possessive. He’s not just asking. He’s looking at me like he already owns me… body and soul.

      And I want to be owned. By him.

      I feel breathless. Lost. Found.

      “Yes, Sir,” I whisper. It came out so easily I barely registered it. I’m insane.

      The air stills.

      “Come with me.” The command in his voice sends a shiver down my spine.

      He takes my hand, his grip firm, possessive, and leads me toward the elevator at the far end of the hall. Each step echoes with anticipation. The air around us changes, thickens. My heart pounds like a drum in my chest, steady but quick, as though it already knows what’s coming.

      At the elevator, he slides a sleek gold card across the display. The panel glows, then opens with a soft chime. We step inside, and the doors close behind us.

      He turns to face me slowly.

      There’s no smile now. Just hunger.

      Predatory and focused.

      He looks at me like a man who’s already decided how the night will end. Like a man who’s hunted before. And I’ve never wanted to be caught more than I do right now.

      I don’t look away.

      Let him see it. Let him see that I want this, want him.

      The elevator glides upward in silence, tension crackling between us like electricity beneath glass. When it stops, he gestures for me to step out first.

      The hallway is quiet, dimly lit by soft golden sconces that glow against dark velvet walls. Everything about this floor feels more private… more forbidden.

      He swipes the card again. The lock clicks open, and as the door eases inward, I’m immediately wrapped in warmth and scent.

      The room is bathed in low amber light. The fragrance of roses and hydrangeas floats through the air, soft and familiar, threading through my senses like a memory. The space is minimalist but elegant—dark wood floors, silk sheets, a chaise near the window, a wall of mirrors, and a subtle flicker from candles in the corners.

      “I know you love flowers,” he says behind me, voice low, deep. “That’s why I picked this one.”

      He chose this room for me.

      I turn to him slowly and smile, touched despite the fire humming beneath my skin.

      Sebastian studies me for a moment, then he removes his jacket slowly as if peeling away more than fabric. His movements are deliberate, controlled, every inch of him radiating dominance without saying another word.

      He sits on the deep, black leather couch like he owns the air in the room.

      Legs spread.

      One arm draped across the backrest.

      Eyes fixed on me like I’m already naked.

      Sebastian is every inch the Dom—his presence wrapped in velvet danger and quiet, devastating command. And God help me, I want him to ruin me.

      I stay by the wall, keeping distance. Not because I’m scared. No, the pulse between my thighs tells a different story. It’s because I want to savor this moment, the way he watches me, waiting for me to speak, to give him something to work with.

      “So,” I say in a steady voice despite the low thrum of need under my skin, “I’m not a porcelain doll, but let’s make a few things clear.”

      His mouth curves, slow and wicked. “Good girl.”

      My nipples tighten at the praise. Just two words, and my body leans toward him.

      “No blood,” I say. “Nothing that breaks my skin. I don’t want scars from tonight.”

      He nods once. “Understood. Nothing sharp. No knives, no needles. What about impact? Paddle? Cane?”

      I exhale. “Yes to paddles. Canes… only light. No full-force strikes. I want to feel it tomorrow, but not limp.”

      His grin deepens. “I can do sore without damage.”

      “I expect you to,” I fire back, and he laughs low in his throat. It’s a sound that crawls under my skin and coils in the base of my spine.

      “No electricity,” I add. “That’s a hard no.”

      “Hard limits: no blood, no electricity, no extreme caning. Anything else I should know?” His tone shifts: calm, cool, clinical. We’re signing a verbal contract and I’m about to be owned for the next few hours.

      “I don’t share.” I step closer. “No one else touches me tonight.”

      His gaze darkens. “I wouldn’t let them, and K stays out.”

      My breath catches.

      He leans forward, elbows on his knees now, like a predator who’s ready to pounce. “Do you want restraints?”

      “Yes.”

      “Gag?”

      My pulse spikes. “Not a full one. I want to be able to use my safe word.”

      His eyes glint. “Color system?”

      I shake my head. “Apple for green light, Peach to pause, and Strawberry for a full stop.”

      “Good girl,” he murmurs again, and damn if my thighs don’t squeeze together. I swear he sees it. He tilts his head like he’s reading my mind. Probably is.

      Something flashes in his expression, darker and possessive.

      He stands.

      My breath stills.

      “Take off your dress,” he says, voice like midnight and fire.

      I don’t move.

      Not yet.

      “Is that a command, Your Highness?” I murmur.

      His eyes trail down my body, then back to my lips. “If I command you, Payton, you won’t be standing much longer.”

      God help me, I want to obey. Even if it’s only for tonight. Even if he’ll forget my name by morning.

      Because, in this moment, I’m already his.

      “I want to see you,” he murmurs. “I want to discover your body… taste it… like no one ever has.”

      A pulse of heat surges through me.

      My breath shakes as I nod. “Yes, Sir.”

      His eyes darken instantly.

      I take a breath and slowly lower the zipper at my side.

      The sound is soft, but in the silence between us, it might as well be thunder.

      Sebastian doesn’t move.

      He just watches, the way a storm looms over the coastline before it crashes down. That calm. That lethal.

      The dress slips off my shoulders, pools at my feet, and I step out of it, standing in just my black lace bra and panties. I don’t cross my arms. Don’t hide. I want him to see what he’s about to touch, about to take.

      His gaze drags over my body like a command in itself. Heat pools low in my belly. I feel it in every breath, every nerve.

      “Come here.”

      I walk toward him, pulse in my throat, heart hammering.

      He sits back, legs spread, owning the couch, the room and me. When I’m close enough, he hooks one finger through the waistband of my panties, tugs me just a little closer.

      “I could ruin you right here,” he murmurs, voice low and sharp, “but I want to hear you say it again. What do you want from me tonight, Payton?”

      I wet my lips. “I want you to take control.”

      “That’s vague. Try again.”

      I lean in until my lips hover just above his. “I want you to dominate me until I forget who I am. Until I forget that you’re leaving.”

      His eyes flare.

      I’ve never wanted anyone like this, never needed to be undone so badly.

      His hands move fast—one gripping my wrist, the other circling the back of my neck, dragging me onto his lap. I straddle him, thighs spread over his, breath knocked from my lungs.

      “Safeword?”

      “Apple,” I whisper.

      He kisses me like punishment. Deep, hard, claiming. And when he pulls back, I’m breathless.

      “You follow my commands,” he says. “You speak when spoken to. You take what I give you. You trust me to know how far to push.”

      “Yes,” I breathe. “I trust you.”

      His hand trails down to the curve of my ass and squeezes hard. “Then let’s begin.”

      He lifts me like I weigh nothing, carries me to the padded bench against the far wall. My back meets cool leather. His hands are all over me, unchaining something inside me I didn’t know existed.

      A soft rope winds around my wrists, binding them above my head. He watches my face as he does it, making sure I’m still with him. Still in this.

      “Look at you,” he says, admiring. “Tied up for a man who doesn’t belong to you.”

      “And I don’t to you, either,” I whisper.

      He smirks. “Not yet.”

      All I feel is him, his mouth on my collarbone, his teeth grazing my ribs, his voice like silk and command in my ear. “Tonight, you’re mine, Payton. And when I’m done, you won’t want to remember a world where I’m not.”

      And I know, as my body arches toward the crackle of dominance in his voice, that he’s right.

      I’ll ache for this night long after he’s gone.

      The blindfold slips into place, and the world vanishes.

      My skin tingles with anticipation. Every sound is sharper, every breath louder. The cool air brushing my bare skin feels like a caress. And somewhere between the rush of adrenaline and the slow ache between my thighs, I stop pretending I’m in control.

      Because I’m not.

      I gave that away the moment I looked at him and said yes.

      His fingers skim down my sides, light, teasing, like he knows exactly how to make me beg before he even touches where I need it most.

      “You’re already trembling,” Sebastian murmurs beside my ear. His breath fans over my neck, hot and maddening. “Do you like being blindfolded, little one?”

      I nod, but a tug on the rope binding my wrists reminds me.

      “Words,” he says, low and firm.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He hums approval. “Good girl.”

      My body pulses at the praise. I could drown in those two words. Could come undone just from the sound of his voice when he says them.

      Then his mouth is on me.

      Hot, open kisses trail down my neck, over my breast. His tongue flicks over my nipple before his teeth close around it—not hard, just enough to make me gasp and arch. I feel the sharp edge of his smile against my skin as he moves to the other, sucking until my back lifts off the bench.

      “You’re so responsive,” he whispers. “It’s going to be so easy to break you open.”

      My legs shift restlessly, desperate for friction.

      “Please…” I whisper.

      “Please what?”

      “I need…”

      A low chuckle rumbles from his chest. “You don’t even know what you’re begging for yet.”

      His hand slides between my thighs, knuckles grazing the soaked fabric of my panties. He presses there, firm and slow, rubbing circles until I’m writhing against his hand.

      “You’re dripping,” he growls. “Just from a little teasing. Do you know what that does to me?”

      I shake my head. I can’t think. I can barely breathe.

      He hooks his fingers through my panties and pulls them down slowly, torturously, baring me to the cool air. Then nothing. Just silence.

      I squirm.

      “Sebastian…”

      A firm smack lands on the inside of my thigh—not cruel, just enough to still me. I gasp.

      “You’ll wait for what I give you,” he says. “No rushing.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I whisper.

      A beat passes. Then his tongue is on me.

      I cry out, my head falls back, arms straining against the ropes. His mouth is relentless, lapping, sucking, his tongue flicking over my clit in steady, devastating strokes.

      He pins my hips down with one hand as I try to move, desperate for more, for harder, for faster…

      And then he stops.

      I whimper.

      “Not yet.” God, his voice is rough with restraint. “I want you shaking before I let you come.”

      His fingers slide inside me: one, then two, curling just right. My whole body tightens.

      “You feel that?” he murmurs, thrusting deep and slow. “That spot that makes your voice catch? I’m going to fuck it until you scream.”

      “Oh my God…”

      He adds pressure with his thumb on my clit, moving in rhythm with his fingers, and I break.

      My back bows.

      A sob tears from my throat.

      I come hard, hips jerking, pulse thundering in my ears.

      But he doesn’t stop.

      He fucks me through it, drawing out every aftershock, every shiver and twitch. I’m undone, and he’s still holding me there, on the edge of pain and pleasure, making me feel everything at once.

      Only when I’m gasping, trembling, too sensitive to bear another touch, does he finally pull away. He kisses the inside of my thigh, soft this time. Reverent.

      The ropes loosen. The blindfold slips off.

      His face is the first thing I see. Watching me, waiting, proud and wicked and maybe a little too close to something I wish he’d want forever.

      He brushes the hair from my cheek. “Safeword?”

      I smile, dazed and wrecked and so deeply satisfied it feels like sin. “Apple,” I breathe.

      “Good,” he says. “Because I’m not done with you yet.”

      And I know I’m not walking out of this night the same woman who walked in.

      The door slams open, rattling on its hinges while Sebastian shields me with his body.

      His bodyguard barrels in, gun drawn, eyes hard.

      “Your Highness—we have to go. Now!”

      Sebastian is on his feet in a heartbeat, already between me and the threat, half-dressed but deadly focused. “Kevin, what the hell…”

      “No time to explain!” he snaps, breath sharp. “Armed men just breached the club. They’re here for you. We need to move—now!”

      My blood runs cold. I freeze, heart hammering, mind scrambling to understand. Armed men? Here?

      Sebastian doesn’t hesitate.

      He spins toward me. “Payton. Move.” His voice is low, clipped, undeniable.

      But I can’t. My body won’t cooperate. I’m frozen in place, wide-eyed, breath caught.

      His hands are on me, pulls his shirt on me, then grabs my wrist and yanks me toward him. “Now, Payton!” he barks, hauling me across the room with terrifying precision. “Get your shoes—leave everything else!”

      I stumble after him, adrenaline catching up just as the sound of gunfire erupts down the hallway.

      Shouts follow.

      “There he is!”

      K turns mid-run and fires without hesitation. Two bodies collapse in the corridor, but more footsteps thunder behind them.

      Sebastian drags me hard around the corner. “K, back door! Now!”

      “We’re on it!” he yells, covering us with clean, practiced shots as we sprint down the corridor. I glance back once, huge mistake, and see a shadowed figure raising a gun.

      Sebastian sees it too.

      He slams me into the wall, shielding my body with his own, his voice a growl in my ear. “Don’t look back. Just run.”

      And I do.

      I run because his hand is in mine. Because the edge in his voice gives no room for fear. Because I suddenly understand how much danger we’re in, and how deadly serious he is.

      We burst through the back exit. The night air hits me like a slap. The alley is dark, slick with rain, and echoing with chaos. A black SUV idles at the curb.

      Sebastian doesn’t slow.

      He throws the door open wider, practically lifts me off the ground, and shoves me inside. He dives in after, covering my body with his the moment we hit the leather seat.

      Gunfire follows us.

      The glass splinters. Bullets thunk against the frame. My scream dies in my throat as he pulls me into his chest and shouts, “Go, K! Go!”

      He’s already sliding into the driver’s seat. He slams the gas. Tires squeal. The SUV surges forward with a roar of torque and burning rubber.

      “Hold on!” Kevin barks.

      We round the corner, fast and hard, my body bouncing under Sebastian’s weight. More gunfire. Flashes in the dark. Dozens of them.

      “Jesus—” I gasp, trembling.

      Sebastian shifts just enough to look me in the eye, still braced over me, arms like steel cages around my body. “Shhhh, baby. You’re okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

      “They tried to kill us!”

      “I know.” His voice is tight, measured, controlled.

      I search his face—he’s calm, but not casual. His jaw’s clenched. His eyes scan the windows like a predator watching every possible line of attack. He’s calculating, locked in, every muscle wired for violence.

      “K!” he snaps. “Talk to me!”

      Kevin replies without looking back. “No clue what this is. No chatter, no leaks before the trip. No threats. This wasn’t random, someone knew exactly where you were, Sebastian. Someone with firepower and intel.”

      Sebastian.

      Not Your Highness.

      Just Sebastian.

      “Someone gave you up. This was a hit.”

      Sebastian curses under his breath. “No one I know would…”

      “Then someone you don’t know wants you dead.”

      My voice barely works. “Sebastian…”

      He glances down at me, the edge still in his eyes, but now there’s something else. Concern. Protectiveness.

      “Could you please get off me now?”

      He shifts back slightly, releasing some of his weight, but not all. His lips curl at the corner, and even now, the bastard manages to smirk. “You sure?” he murmurs. “You seemed pretty eager to have me on you earlier.”

      My jaw drops. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      He chuckles, but there’s no real humor in it. Just the need to breathe, to pull both of us away from the cliff we just escaped.

      Before I can hurl a comeback, four motorcycles flank the SUV, engines low and smooth, riding with military precision.

      I tense. “Sebastian!”

      His arms tighten instinctively. “Shhh. They’re with us, baby. The convoy’s here.”

      I collapse against him, head pressed to his chest, heart still racing.

      Outside, the night is chaos.

      Inside, it’s only him. His scent, his voice, his steady heart beating against mine.

      And all I can think is that I could’ve died tonight but I’ve never felt more alive.
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