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Prologue

Sebastian

––––––––
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“OH, CHRIST!” THE GUTTURAL grunt escaped my throat, my fist slamming onto the desk. Throwing my head back against the leather seat, I blew out a breath as the face of the pretty brunette rose between my legs.

“Has that helped to take the edge off, Sir?” She winked at me, the glint in her eyes salacious as she wiped the remnants of my pleasure from her glossy lips.

“No doubt.” Catching my breath, I threw her a devastating smile. “That was just what I needed. Thank you, Cherry.”

Climbing to her feet, she giggled as she turned and shimmied away. My gaze followed her sashaying hips and the delicious curve of her firm backside. A part-time server at the White Rabbit gentlemen’s club, Cherry had caught my attention months ago, but I’d only recently approached her, finally translating my lust into something more satisfying. I closed my eyes for a moment, memories of the last couple of days of satiated fun bursting in my mind. Cherry was gorgeous, agile, and didn’t ask too many questions about my line of work. From where I was sitting, she was just about perfect.

“I have to go.”

Opening my eyes, I caught sight of her wiggling into her skin-tight blue dress.

“My shift starts in about an hour.”

“Okay. Fine.” Reaching for my zipper, I fastened my pants as I rose. “Let me give you a lift down there.”

“No, Mr. Tompkins, really.” Cherry lifted her palm in my direction. “It’s fine. I have my car with me.”

“Oh.” Lifting my chin, I concentrated on playing it cool, not letting the sting of her rejection convey in my expression or my voice. “Okay, no problem.”

“Sebastian.” She laughed gently, gliding toward me in her sky-high heels. “Don’t be like that. You know how much fun I’ve had.” Sweeping one finger to her lips, she pretended to clean them again, though there was little evidence of my orgasm. “I just don’t need all the other girls knowing about our liaison. You know what it’s like there—everyone is at it—and well, I just appreciate a little privacy.”

I understood that much, at least. Cherry was right. The men I worked with had a permanent hard-on for the staff at White Rabbit, and partner swapping, along with the regular shows of discipline and power exchange, were frequent events at the club. Naturally, it was one of the reasons I relished working for Chase Benedict’s organization, Men of Honor. The power and money were great incentives, but it never hurt to have a bevy of beautiful women on tap. Though, if truth be told, I wasn’t as bold as some of my colleagues. I’d intentionally taken my time with Cherry. I didn’t want to be like all the other guys, bedding a different woman every night. I genuinely liked her and had thought the feelings were mutual.

“Yeah.” Pushing my hands into my pockets, I resisted the urge to snake one arm around her tiny waist and pull her closer. Touching her now wouldn’t help me. Intimacy wouldn’t assuage my concerns. If Cherry wanted to tone things down, I had to respect that. I needed resolve. “I understand.”

“Will you be in later?” She tilted her head to one side, batting those long eyelashes the way she had done God knows how many times before. “I’m sure I can offer you a personal service.”

“Maybe.” I forced my lips to curl, maintaining the bravado every man at Men of Honor perpetuated. Living and playing in its privilege and protection were superb, but recently, the whole shiny facade had started to crack. I loved my work in public relations, fronting the charity Chase and Oscar had started and enjoyed the company of the top brass, but the endless competition for casual encounters was taking its toll. While the others thrived, I needed more, but I’d been a fool to think Cherry could be that woman. “I’ll see how the day goes.”

“Okay.” The gleam in her eyes told me she understood and knew the game I was trying to play. She had hurt my feelings when she’d spurned my offer to take her to the club, so now I was knocking back her advance. It was a tale as old as time.

“Well, if you stop by, come and find me.” Reaching up on her tiptoes, she brushed her lips over my chin. “I’d love to see you.” She spun on those precariously high heels and flounced toward her purse, then the door.

“Cherry.” I smirked when she halted, glancing back over her shoulder.

“Yes, Mr. Tompkins?” She was the picture of innocence, smiling sweetly, makeup barely out of place, and nothing like the red-hot banshee who’d just gratified my carnal needs.

“Thanks for lunch.” My gaze traveled down the length of her body, sensing it might be the last time I enjoyed the sight. It was difficult enough finding a woman who lit my fire, let alone having to compete for her attention. I was getting too old for these games, too tired for the race. Increasingly, I just wanted something more meaningful in my life. “I was hungrier than I realized.”

Her grin broadened at my cloaked compliment, and despite my despondency, I enjoyed the sight. Cherry was an attractive woman—one I’d been eyeing for a long time—and even if we never saw each other again, I wouldn’t regret the time we spent together. She had more than just taken the edge off.

“It was my pleasure, Sir.” Wiggling her ass provocatively, she chuckled as her hand tightened at the doorknob. “See you around.”

I watched her sway from my office before collapsing back into my chair. Cherry was lovely, but her analysis was wrong. The pleasure had all been mine.

Chapter One

Kyra

––––––––
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ANOTHER GLORIOUS DAY. With shops about to reopen after another national lockdown, my days had gone from empty to busier than I could cope with at break-neck speed. Trudging along the cobbled stones of Cambridge city center, I already missed the long sunny days of last year. At thirty-five, I was probably too old to work in retail. It was a young person’s game—standing all day and dealing with pompous members of the public—and only one glance around the high-end fashion brand that paid my rent would be enough to reinforce that point, but having fought my way to the middle echelons of the prior media group, I’d decided the change of career would be good for me.

I wasn’t cut out for the rat race, couldn’t bear the ingrained misogyny of the newsroom, and didn’t want the grind of the London commute. The idea of working with people, selling clothes I wished I could still fit into, had sounded excellent on paper. My winning smile and confidence had won over the management at the local store, but after months of sitting around my tiny house, waiting for some type of normality to resume, the reality of the long shifts didn’t bowl me over.

Crossing the road by King’s College, I lifted my face into the sunshine, smiling at its warmth on my skin. Things could be worse—I had to remember that. At least I still had a job. Goodness only knew how many of my peers wouldn’t have one by the time this pandemic was over. The winter clouds were finally being driven back by spring. Perhaps it was going to be a good day, after all? Inhaling, I closed my eyes, reveling in the vitamin D. It had been too long since I’d benefited from the sun’s rays, too long since I’d taken a moment to smell the roses. Life had lurched from static to manic in a matter of weeks, and I was still trying to catch up. I had to keep in mind how fortunate I was, how no one I knew had died from the virus, how—

My train of thought was abruptly halted by the hulking giant who slammed into me, sending half the contents of his coffee falling over me.

“Holy hell!” I leapt back, my hands rising into the air as my gaze traveled over my cream blouse, absorbing the awful brown stain. I’d saved for months to make that purchase, and it was one of the few things in my wardrobe that I still liked after months of lockdown overeating. “Can you look where you’re going?”

“I’m sorry.”

Blinking into the sun’s glare, I couldn’t make out the face of its owner, but he was tall, his voice deep, and his jaw tightened before he went on.

“I expected you to keep walking, but you just seemed to stop.”

My heart raced at his criticism, aware he had a point, though my ego refused to concede. “Is it a crime to pause on the street these days?” I glared in his direction, still unable to make out his face on the sunlit street. “Is that another law the government passed?”

“No.”

Anger rose at the amusement in his voice. What part of this was so bloody hilarious? Couldn’t he see I was damn well drenched?

“No, you’re right.” His huge hands rose into the air in concession. “It’s totally my fault. I should have been paying more attention to where you were going.” He stepped sideways, blocking the blinding sun, and for the first time since he’d showered me in coffee, I got a decent look at his face, the knowing blue eyes and long dark blond hair threatening to sweep over them. “Please, let me take care of your dry cleaning.”

“I...” Swallowing, I tried to think of a cutting, or at least witty, retort to throw at him, but to my horror, I had nothing. Staring into those blue eyes, the only thing I could think was how unexpectedly attractive he was.

“I don’t mind, honestly.” He smiled, and even though I was old enough not to be snared by such basic enticement, the gesture put me at ease. “It looks like I just ruined a beautiful piece of clothing.”

“Yes.” I glanced down at the growing stain, the damp fabric clinging to my chest in the most ungainly way. “I did like it.”

“I can see why.”

My attention rose to his face. Had he just praised me? Just offered a backhanded compliment on the streets of Cambridge after covering me in his morning brew? “I-I have to go.” For some ridiculous reason I couldn’t fathom, my face flamed with embarrassment at his approval. “I’ll be late for work.”

“Oh God.” His weight shifted from one extraordinarily long limb to the other. “You mean you can’t go home to change?”

“No, I’m...” Heart hammering, I checked my watch on reflex, realizing I had less than ten minutes before my afternoon shift was due to start. “I’m due at work any minute.”

“Now, I feel terrible.” He smiled sympathetically. “I really am sorry, Miss...”

He paused as if expecting me to fill in the blank and reveal my name, but he had the wrong girl. I wasn’t a lust-struck teenager. I knew better than to give away personal details to a complete stranger.

“It’s okay.” I shook my head at the bizarre paralysis that had temporarily fallen over me. I hadn’t been affected by a man like this since I’d worked for the media. The store was about to open for the first time in four months, and I was standing around, chatting with someone who’d just thrown coffee over me. What the hell was I thinking? “Thank you for the apology.” I fastened the top button of my jacket, covering most of the spill as I prepared to leave the coffee-bearing stranger behind me. “But I have to go.”

“Wait.”

I stopped suddenly. Even though I had every intention of moving, something about his tone rooted me to the spot, insisting I obey.

“What?” I sounded exasperated as I gazed up at him. “I did mention I was late, right?”

“Take this.” Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out a black leather wallet, opened it, and thrust a black card in my direction.

“What?” I took a step backward out of instinct. “Why do I need your card?”

“In case you change your mind about the dry cleaning.” He smiled, one dark blond brow arching at my delay. “It really is a lovely top I’ve ruined.”

Meeting his gaze, it was the oddest experience as though time stood still on the ancient, cobbled street.

“You don’t have to call.” He chuckled, apparently entertained by something in the unsettling dynamic. “But if you want to, you can. The choice is yours.”

“Thanks.” I forced the word out, compelling my hand to take the card.

Just take it. Take it and get the hell out of here. Take it and get to work. Take it, and maybe later, you can message the guy—get him to pay for the laundry bill.

That wouldn’t happen. As I grasped the weighty cardboard and snatched it from his fingers, the answer was already obvious. I was taking it to please him, to break whatever peculiar hypnotic spell he’d cast over me, then once I left—once this stranger was nothing more than a fragment of the past—I would discard it.

I would never see him again.

Chapter Two

Sebastian

––––––––
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GLANCING OVER MY SHOULDER, I watched as she stalked away—a slim, pretty woman with long dark hair and expressive blue eyes. Damn it, I hadn’t even got her name, and now she was gone, lost to the growing city crowds now that retail had finally reopened. What was wrong with me?

I’d have thought after the pick-me-up Cherry had offered, my instincts would be sharper, but I was so dazed since her departure, I couldn’t concentrate on any of my upcoming projects, eventually giving up for the day and favoring a walk in the burgeoning sunshine. Cambridge was such a pleasant city, swathed in history, culture, and green space. Usually, a wander by the colleges did wonders for my mood, but today, I’d been so lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t seen her coming—hadn’t noticed her standing there in the sunshine until it was too late. Clutching what was left of my coffee, I turned, striding past those who seemed endlessly intrigued by the historic college. Evidently, today wasn’t going to be my day, and based on how things had transpired, maybe 2021 wasn’t my year.

Keeping Men of Honor in good standings with the media was an engaging profession, a job I enjoyed, but Covid restrictions meant there was less and less that needed my attention, leaving me with long, empty hours to be filled. Usually, it wouldn’t have been a problem. Hell, Chase, Oscar, and I had spent many years entertaining ourselves with the collection of young, attentive women they employed at the club. When that failed, my bosses had a hot selection of foreign beauties they smuggled into the country—any of which could be made available to the men ensconced in the organization they ran.

There was never a lack of female company, and sex—like the money and the power—was instantly obtainable, but increasingly, the short-term flings left me unfulfilled. I had a hankering for something more permanent, someone who wanted to stick around, and the recent turnaround—several of my peers hooking up with women of their own—had done little to suppress the rising desire. Life had to be about more than just gratifying physical needs. It had to mean something.

Strolling past Trinity College, I was interrupted by the melodic thrum of my phone. Leaning against the railings, I pulled the device from my pocket. No doubt it was Chase or one of the others, checking in and wanting an update or maybe just a chat. Flicking to the screen, I stared at the incoming message, my brow furrowing at the unknown number. I never received correspondence from numbers I didn’t know. The concept alone caused my heart rate to increase as I scrolled into the new exchange.

Hey, stranger in the sharp suit.

Blinking at the opening line, my gaze ran over it repeatedly as if I expected the words to shift with each new reading. It took a moment for the penny to drop, but once it had, an image of the gorgeous woman I’d bumped into flashed in my mind. Smiling, I devoured the next line.

I just arrived at work and looked at the state of my blouse. On second thought, I’d like to take you up on your offer of dry cleaning, please.

My brow rose at her change of tack, my imagination running. What could it mean? Perhaps she regretted her terse tone and wanted to see me again. Maybe she was interested in more than dry cleaning. I sighed and put those ludicrous assertions back in their box. I was always like this with attractive women. They gave me an inch, and I assumed they were offering a mile.

It was just like Cherry—all she’d wanted was some fast fun, and I’d read the signs wrong, thinking she was after something longer lasting. I couldn’t let that happen again with this new woman. It was embarrassing. Men like me weren’t supposed to be taken for fools—the Men of Honor were the ones who did the taking. No, I’d play this latest contact cool if it was the last thing I did, and while I was secretly thrilled that the good-looking brunette had contacted me so fast, I wouldn’t let that color the tone of my response.

Sure. My digits hovered over the keypad like a man demented as I considered how best to approach the matter. Though I’m not a stranger, as my card can testify. Ignoring the urge to chuckle, I continued, determined to better represent myself. Let me know where I can meet you to take the blouse. I’ll return it as soon as I can. Oh, and I’ll need your name, of course... Smiling, I hit send, my focus lifting to the passersby dashing past in both directions.

Small people, going about their pathetic little existences. They were just the sort of people the Men of Honor belittled, but they were also the kind I was paid to fool with catchy public relations campaigns. As much as I pitied those average folk, I needed them. Without their avid attention and neverending need to be spoon-fed, I wouldn’t have a job at all.

I glanced down at the device as a new message was received, my fingers flicking to it quicker than I liked. So much for playing it cool. I rolled my eyes at my own humiliating performance. It was just as well none of the others were here to witness me making a fool of myself.

That’s true... Sebastian.

I wanted to cheer as I read my name in her message. I didn’t know why it should mean anything—I had given her my card, so naturally, she knew my name—but it was a small victory. An acknowledgment perhaps she wanted more than just someone to pay for her laundry service.

Since you clearly like loitering by King’s, how about we meet there? I imagined her scowling expression, her pretty face screwed into a ball with displeasure. I’m off work at eight tonight, so can meet you by ten past the hour.

That works.

I had no plans for the evening, nothing except the usual night of watching Tilly and Suzy paw each other on stage at White Rabbit. Based on my recent exchanges with Cherry, a night at the club was less appealing than usual. I didn’t know if she’d spoken to any of the other women, but I couldn’t bear the thought of her relaying my crushed expression when she’d snubbed me. I worked with Chase Benedict, for God’s sake—I had a reputation to maintain.

But not without your name. It’s a condition, I’m afraid.

The grin on my face was real as I pushed away from the railings. I’d relished the jostle the unexpected encounter had provided, and whether she gave me her name and met me later, I was glad for the happenstance. It had been a while since something spontaneous made me feel so alive.

You’re quite something, you know.

My lips twitched. Something gave me the idea it wasn’t meant to be a compliment, but I couldn’t resist receiving it as one.

First, you cover me in coffee, then you make demands?

Resting against a nearby wall, I typed out my response.

‘Fraid so. I’m happy to help repair my mistake, but I won’t proceed without your name.

Sticking to my guns made me absurdly happy, and whether or not she obliged me, I’d always have my lunchtime brew and my general level of distraction to thank for the meeting and the growing sense of confidence blooming. The lethargy of lockdown had taken its toll, and it had taken until today—until this chance meeting—for me to realize I needed new challenges, new adventures, new people in my life.

Fine, my name is Kyra. I could practically feel the disdain radiating from her reply. Is that better?

Much better. I fired off the answer before I could rationalize whether it was a good idea. I look forward to meeting you later and tending to your dry cleaning needs.

Gazing at the device, I waited a moment for her to reply, willing the phone to burst into life again in my palm, but as the sun dipped behind an ominous-looking cloud, I realized the inevitable—our communication was over... for now.

Chapter Three

Kyra

––––––––
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I COULDN’T GET HIM out of my head. All day, the mysterious Sebastian sat there, smiling and digging in his heels while I worked my ass off, selling overpriced clothing to customers young enough to be my children. I hadn’t been able to resist texting him before my shift started. I’d only just made it in time, and as soon as my boss, Sara, had seen the state of me, she’d promptly marched me off to change into something from last season’s stock. I’d used the time to examine his card, my thumb running over the expensive product as I typed his number into my phone.

I wanted to taunt him, make him feel just a fraction of the mesmerizing paralysis he’d instigated on the street, but he still seemed to have the upper hand. Demanding to know my name, I’d ended up ceding to ensure my blouse was laundered—at least that’s what I told myself as I rang up the latest extortionate item at the checkout. I was only meeting him so he could arrange my dry cleaning. It wasn’t the sexy glint in his eyes or the way I couldn’t escape the thought of him. His allure was irrelevant.

The assertion came back to haunt me as I left the store that evening, the mantra echoing in my mind like a bad melody stuck on repeat. It was the end of April, and daylight was just slipping from the horizon as I crossed the marketplace toward where I suggested we meet. My eyes scanned the area, searching for evidence he’d arrived but finding none. Fleetingly, I considered how awful it would be to be stood up over dry cleaning, but I pushed the paranoia away. It would do me no favor.

I found a nearby bench and sat down to wait for him. Another long shift on my feet was taking its toll, and the many months of being confined to home had done little to improve my stamina. I should start running again or hit the pool now that fitness had resumed, but the idea of breaking into a sweat for anything more than a ready meal and a bottle of wine wasn’t tempting.

“There you are.”

My chin rose at his voice, my heart pounding harder as I laid eyes on the same expensive suit that had crossed my path earlier.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d come.” He smiled. “You stopped responding to my messages.”

“Yeah, I had to work.” I climbed to my feet to greet him, but one huge palm dismissed me, insisting I remain seated.

“No, please.” His tone was low, demanding my supplication. “You’ve been working all day. Stay seated, but if you don’t mind, I’ll join you for a moment?”

“Erm, sure.”

He eased onto the seat beside me, pinning me with his fascinating stare. I’d rarely seen crystal blue eyes like his. His blond hair highlighted their unusual hue.

“How was your day?”

He was making small talk?

“Honestly, tiring.” Why the hell had I told him that? My toes curled inside the patent kitten-heeled shoes I wore to work. “I’ve been at home for months, and it’s all come as quite a shock.”

The words spilled from me as if Sebastian was a long-lost friend asking after my health, but he was just an abnormally handsome stranger who’d bumped into me earlier.

“Am I allowed to ask what you do?” He swept the length of blond hair away from his eyes.

“I work in retail,” I mumbled into my chest as if it was something to be ashamed about. I had chosen the career change, but things hadn’t panned out the way I’d hoped. By now, I’d expected to be at least a store manager, maybe running a regional buying team, but after almost three years, I was still working in a store for a woman nearly ten years my junior. It was demoralizing.

“That sounds exhausting.”

I turned my head, searching for any evidence of sarcasm in his tone, but to my surprise, there was none, only an odd sincerity dancing in his eyes.

“It is. What about you?”

Somewhere deep inside, I envisioned my self-esteem shaking her head and sighing into her hands, unclear why I was probing when all I had to do was push the soiled blouse at him and depart, but now that he was here, it wasn’t so simple. Sebastian wasn’t only good-looking but one of the few people who’d shown an interest in me for a long time. I enjoyed his attention and wasn’t ready to let it go.

“What about me?” His brow rose, and without breaking my gaze, he leaned closer, straightening the lapels of his tan suit.

“What do you do for a living, Sebastian?”

“I’m in public relations.” His lips twitched as if there was something funny about the role.

“I used to work in the media.” My tone was almost wistful.

“Really?” he edged along the bench. “What made you leave it behind for retail?”

It was a bloody good question, one I increasingly wondered about.

“I thought I wanted a change.”

“And now?”

“Now, I’m not so sure.” For the thousandth time, I stared into those enticing eyes, wondering how he was making me divulge such personal admissions while sitting on a bench in the middle of the city. “But hey, I guess the grass is always greener, right?”

“So they say.” He flashed me a wide smile, his gaze landing on the plastic bag still clutched in my hand. “So, do you have the aforementioned clothing for me?”

“Erm, yes.” I thrust the bag toward him, time protracting as his fingers grazed over mine, receiving the garment. “Thank you again for the offer.”

“Apologies again.” One eyebrow arched, the gesture unnervingly sexy until I realized what had provoked it. I was still clinging to the plastic bag as if I was expecting him to take me along for the ride.

“Oh, right.” I leaned away, releasing it from my grasp, and at the same moment, heat bloomed in my face at my excruciating mistake. “Sorry.”

“Seems like we both want to apologize.” He laughed gently, folding the bag in his lap as he regarded me. “I’ll let you know when it’s ready for you to collect.”

“Thanks.” My gaze fell to his large hands, traveling the length of each elegant finger. It was so unusual to find a stylish man with such long, pleasing limbs. I imagined dressing him in the store, though based on his current attire, his shoes probably cost more than an entire outfit from my store. “I appreciate it.”

Pulling in a deep breath, I glanced around, noticing for the first time just how quickly darkness had fallen.

“I guess I’d better be going.” It pained me to cede the point. I’d relished Sebastian’s company far more than was right. It was probably because of the lockdown. It had been so long since I had any real company or done anything at all, sitting here in the chilly evening air was exciting. It couldn’t be the mesmerizing look in his eyes or the strange obsession I was developing for his enormous, well-manicured hands. “I’m working again tomorrow.”

“Let me take you.” He lifted his chin triumphantly as if I’d already said yes. “My office is just around the corner from here.”

“Oh, no,” I insisted quickly. “I couldn’t possibly ask you to do that.” It would be bonkers to accept a ride from a strange man, then be stupid enough to give him my address.

“It’s no trouble.” His eyes sparkled, tempting me to take him up on his offer, even though I knew it was lunacy. For one blissful moment, I envisioned what it would be like to be in Sebastian’s car. It probably had shrouded dark glass and luxurious leather interiors. I bet he liked to drive it too fast. “Honestly.”

“I truly appreciate the offer, but no.” My voice was firmer than my will, trying to convince us both why my denial was a good idea. “It just wouldn’t be sensible to say yes. I don’t know you.”

“Of course.” His smile widened as if I’d just praised him. “You’re right to think of safety.” He leaned toward me a fraction. “Do you mind if I message you in the meantime?”

“While we wait for my blouse?” Christ, I couldn’t take my eyes from him, awareness of passersby sliding into my subconscious as if he’d hypnotized me. What was it about the man that was so bloody enthralling? Sure, it had been a few years since anyone had rocked my world, but this... this was ridiculous! It was as if Sebastian could make almost any demand on me, and I’d say yes.

“Yes.” His eyes widened, my pulse racing at the imperceptible gesture. “It’s not often I meet attractive, intelligent women on my daily walk. I’d like to talk more.”
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