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Chapter One
Lachlan


I’ve been in Senator Prescott’s office for four minutes and thirty-eight seconds. Long enough to know the man sitting across from me is scared. Not panicked. Not desperate. But worried in a way that runs deep. Worry that wears grooves into your face and takes years off your life.

“I’ve brought in private security before,” Prescott says, his voice low and tight. “But this is different.”

I nod once, not saying anything yet. Let him talk. Let him lay it all out.

The office is exactly what I expected. Rich mahogany paneling, leather chairs, shelves lined with first editions and gleaming brass bookends. It’s the kind of room that smells like money, power, and the kind of bourbon they don’t sell to regular people.

Prescott leans back in his chair, fingers steepled under his chin. “You familiar with the housing bill I’ve been pushing?”

I raise a brow. “The one that’s got the billionaires pissing themselves?”

His lips twitch. Not quite a smile. “That’s the one.”

I have heard about it. Everyone with half a brain has. Prescott’s trying to close the loopholes that let mega-corporations buy up entire neighborhoods, gut the communities, then flip the properties for profit. It’s got the public cheering, and some very powerful men foaming at the mouth.

He continues. “Two days ago, someone tried to break into our Lake Tahoe property. Security scared them off, but they left a message carved into the front door.”

“What did it say?”

“Back off. Or next time, she’s gone.”

I go still.

“Your wife?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “My daughter. Arabella. I’ve received notes here before saying that they will target her if I refuse to back down. I haven’t told her about that, though, so please don’t mention it to her.”

I nod again, not bothering to point out that Prescott is going about this the wrong way. Keeping secrets won’t keep her safe. Secrets can kill.

Luckily, I’m here to stop that from happening.

Prescott presses on. “My wife and I now have a bodyguard with us full-time. I’ve brought in a team of three men to monitor the house around the clock. But Arabella...” He trails off, jaw tightening. “She’s not prepared for this kind of threat. She was homeschooled for most of her life, kept out of the spotlight as she was growing up because I thought that was the best thing for her. And with everything going on now... she barely leaves the house anymore. I need someone I can trust. Someone who’s handled high-risk protection before.”

“I have.” I keep my voice level. “Ex-Special Forces. Ten years private sector after that. High-profile clientele. Politicians. CEOs. Celebrities.”

“I know your record. That’s why I called you.” He looks me dead in the eye. “I want you to guard her. Full-time. Don’t let her out of your sight. Not even for a second.”

“You think the threat’s real?”

I already know the answer, but I want to see if he’s like most of the politicians I’ve met before, with his head stuck up his ass and no clue about how the real world works.

“I know it is.” His voice hardens. “And I’m not waiting around to see how far they’ll go.”

I nod once. That’s all the answer I need.

I don’t care about politics. I don’t give a shit about rich men playing god with legislation. But I care about the job. I care about doing it right. And if someone’s threatening a sheltered young woman to get to her father, I’ll bury them before they ever get close.

“I’ll protect her,” I say simply.

Prescott exhales, tension bleeding out of his shoulders. “Good. She’s in the kitchen. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

I follow him through a corridor that screams generational wealth, with crown moldings, marble floors, oil paintings with ornate gold frames. There’s not a single scuff on the polished surfaces. Everything is curated. Controlled. Cold.

I’m already forming a picture of her in my mind. Some pampered, overprotected rich girl. Fragile. Delicate. Probably rolling her eyes the second she hears she’s got a bodyguard. Probably thinks I’m going to be some stuffy ex-cop with a gut and a clipboard.

We turn a corner, and the vibe shifts immediately. The kitchen is wide and sunlit, warm wood and soft pastels. It’s like stepping into a different house altogether. It’s something homier, almost dreamy.

And there she is.

Barefoot at the island. Curves hugged in a pale pink dress that hits mid-thigh. Piping delicate roses onto cupcakes, swaying slightly to the soft music playing from a speaker beside her. There’s a dusting of flour on the tip of her nose, a smudge of frosting on her wrist, and her hair is pulled into a messy braid that’s unraveling around her face.

She hasn’t seen us yet. But for me, time stops.

I’ve been shot before. Broken bones. Survived an explosion in Kandahar that killed four of my unit.

None of that hit me as hard as this.

She’s beautiful. Soft. A fucking dream. And something deep and primal in me, something savage, snaps awake.

She’s mine.

Not professionally. Not logically. It’s on a level so instinctual, so visceral, it’s like my blood rewrites itself the second I see her.

She shifts slightly, licking a bit of pink frosting from the tip of her finger with an absent hum.

My cock goes rock fucking hard.

Jesus Christ.

Her mouth, so plush and innocent, puckers around her fingertip, and my brain is instantly flooded with images I should not be thinking with her father standing three feet away. What else could she taste with that tongue? What would she sound like with her lips stretched around...

“Arabella,” Prescott says, his voice fond as he pulls me from the filthy spiral of my thoughts.

She jumps, blinking up at us like she’s been yanked out of her own little world. Her blue eyes are huge as they land on me, and she goes bright pink.

“Oh!” she gasps, scrambling to pause the music. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”

Her voice is soft. Slightly breathless. Sweet enough to rot my teeth.

“Arabella, this is Lachlan Decker,” her father says. “He’ll be looking after you for the time being.”

She opens her mouth to reply, but his phone rings. Loud. Jarring. He sighs, already pulling it from his pocket.

“Excuse me,” he mutters. “I have to take this.”

He steps out without waiting for a reply, the door swinging shut behind him. The silence that follows is thick.

She twists her fingers together, eyes flickering down to the cupcakes, then up at me. She laughs nervously.

“So… you’re the guy that’s gonna be following me around for the foreseeable future, huh?”

She doesn’t even know what that does to me.

Her voice, all breathy and unsure. Her flushed cheeks. That nervous smile. Like she doesn’t know she’s the most beautiful fucking thing I’ve ever seen.

I take a step forward. Then another. Drawn in, helpless to stop.

She smells like sugar and vanilla and something else. Something that already has its claws in me.

But it’s more than that. It’s her.

She’s fucking perfect.

That pale pink dress hugs every sinful inch of her body like it was custom made just to torment me. Soft fabric stretched tight across full, heavy tits that bounce ever so slightly with each nervous breath. A waist that flares out into wide hips and thick, plush thighs I could bite down on and die happy. The hem barely skims the tops of her legs, showing off smooth, creamy skin I already want to mark up with my teeth. Her curves aren’t just pretty. They’re devastating. A body made to be worshipped. Bred. Owned.

She shifts her weight, and the sway of her hips makes my cock throb against the inside of my jeans.

Tendrils of hair fall across her flushed cheeks and brush against that delicate throat I want to wrap my hand around while I fuck her slow and deep until she screams for me. I swear to God I could come just looking at her.

And the worst part?

It doesn’t look like she has any idea that she’s a damn goddess. No idea what she’s doing to me just by existing in this room. No idea that I’m two seconds away from throwing her over my shoulder and dragging her out of here like some kind of caveman.

I should say something. Anything. But all I can think is... Mine.

“Do you want a cupcake?” she offers, clearly scrambling for something to say, her eyes still flickering shyly away from mine.

I don’t want a cupcake.

I want her. All of her.

She blinks when I reach out, slow and deliberate, and touch her face. Just the edge of my knuckle brushing the flour from her nose.

She makes a tiny sound. A soft, breathy whimper that nearly buckles my knees.

Fuck.

I lean in, not close enough to scare her, just close enough to make her heart race. Her breath hitches. Her lips part.

“You’re mine,” I murmur, low and rough. “And I won’t let anyone touch you, princess. I promise you that.”


Chapter Two
Arabella


“You’re mine. And I won’t let anyone touch you, princess. I promise you that.”

My whole body stills. He says it so low, so serious, like it’s a vow. And for a second, I forget how to breathe.

He has to mean it professionally. Like… a bodyguard thing. That’s all. Right?

Except my heart is pounding like it wants to beat right out of my chest, and I’m suddenly burning up. My hands feel tingly. My skin’s prickling with goosebumps.

I don’t understand what’s happening to me. He’s so close and so big and so masculine, and it’s doing something strange to my insides.

He’s tall. Broad. Muscles stretching under that dark shirt like they were poured in place. His arms are huge, the kind that look like they could break down a door or pin someone to a wall without even trying.

And next to him, I feel… tiny. Curvy and soft and completely helpless in a way that makes my stomach flutter and clench at the same time.

He smells like soap and leather, maybe. And his face... God. Square jaw, stubble dusting his cheeks, dark brows drawn low over eyes that look almost black in the kitchen light. He’s got this little scar on his chin that only makes him hotter, like he’s been through things. Like he’s fought against bad guys and won.

And now he’s here. Looking at me like I’m something he wants.

Something he needs.

His gaze drops to my mouth, slow and deliberate, and I swear he starts to lean in.

My breath catches. My lips part without permission. Every inch of me goes still, waiting.

I’ve never been kissed before.

Never even thought that my first kiss might be with someone I just met. Especially not someone like him. Someone older, serious, dangerous.

But I want it.

I want to know what that stubble would feel like against my skin. Want to feel his big hands on me, holding me in place while his mouth claims mine. I want it so badly it makes my knees feel wobbly, like I might melt right into the floor if he doesn’t touch me soon.

It’s crazy. I know it’s crazy.

He’s a total stranger. And my father just hired him to protect me.

But none of that matters. Not when he’s looking at me like that. Like I’m the only thing in the world he sees.

I just want one taste. One moment.

But then... DING.

The oven timer goes off, sharp and loud, and I nearly jump out of my skin.

“Oh! Cupcakes!”

I spin around way too fast, fumbling for an oven mitt, trying to act normal even though I can barely walk straight. I yank open the oven door and pull out the tray, but my hands are shaking so badly I almost drop it. I manage to set it on the stovetop without totally embarrassing myself, though my face is so hot its temperature probably matches the cupcakes I’ve just pulled out of the oven.

Behind me, I hear him move. The scrape of a stool being pulled back. When I glance over my shoulder, he’s sitting now, just across the island from me. Still watching.

I try to ignore it. Try to breathe like a normal person. I start lining the cupcakes up on the cooling rack, focusing really hard on spacing them evenly.

“So,” he says finally, voice deep but casual, “do you always bake this much?”

I risk a quick glance up. His elbows are resting on the counter. His arms are huge. His shoulders look even broader sitting down, somehow. Everything about him is… big.

“Um. Yeah,” I say, shrugging one shoulder. “It’s kind of my thing, I guess. I like it. It’s relaxing.”

He nods slowly. “You’re good at it.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, grabbing the piping bag I’d left on the counter before he and Dad walked in. My hands are still shaking, but I try to pipe another little buttercream rose onto a cold cupcake, anyway. It comes out all lopsided.

“Do you sell them?” he asks.

I shrug. “No, I just bake for family events. Birthdays. Holidays. Sometimes even for my dad’s work stuff. He likes to have something homemade when he hosts people, and he says my cakes always impress his guests.”

I glance up and catch the way he’s watching me, his lips curling up into a smile that makes my heart race. It makes me feel a little shy. But a little proud, too.

“My mom says I’ve got too much time on my hands,” I add, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “But it makes people happy. So I keep doing it.”

I pipe another rose. Still not perfect, but a little better. I can feel his eyes on me. They don’t feel like the kind of look you give someone when you’re just being polite. They feel… heavier. Like they’re dragging across my skin. Like he’s trying to memorize every curve of my body.

My breath stutters.

“You got a boyfriend?” he asks suddenly.

I blink. “What?”

He says it again, slower. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

My face burns. I laugh, but it comes out nervous and weird. “No. I’ve never even, um… never been on a date.”

His eyebrows rise a little. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.” I glance away, fussing with the frosting on my wrist, trying to act like it’s no big deal. “My parents are strict. Especially my dad. He thinks boys are just distractions. And I’ve always been kind of a homebody, anyway.”

Lachlan makes a low sound in his throat. It’s not quite a growl. But it’s not not a growl, either.

“Good.” The word rumbles out of him like thunder. Final. Certain. “I’m glad no one’s touched you.”

My entire breath catches.

His voice drops an octave, low and gravelly. Dangerous. “If some punk had tried to put his hands on you, I might’ve had to hunt him down and tear his fucking arms off.”

The heat in his gaze is unbearable. Branding. He looks at me like I already belong to him. Like I always have.

My cheeks go up in flames. My thighs press together under my skirt, instinctively, as something unfamiliar and wild coils low in my belly.

I should be shocked by the way he’s acting. Or offended. Or something.

But all I can feel is this dizzy, breathless flutter that fills every inch of me.

A door creaks open down the hall, and I jolt like something hit me with cold water.

Dad walks back in, phone still pressed to his ear. “I’ll be on the next flight out,” he says, then covers the receiver. “I’ve got to fly to D.C. tonight. Emergency committee vote tomorrow. They want me in person.”

“Oh,” I say, trying not to sound panicked. “Okay.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow night, if not earlier,” he tells me. “Lachlan will stay here with you.”

I nod, heart pounding for a totally new reason now.

The second Dad walks away, I sneak a glance at Lachlan. He’s still looking at me with that same dark, burning intensity.

I’m going to be alone in the house with him tonight. And I’m not sure I trust myself not to do anything that would result in my father feeling like he has to fire my new bodyguard.

I swallow hard, looking away.

This is not good.

This is really, really not good.


Chapter Three
Arabella


I should be asleep. It’s after midnight, the whole house is dark and still... except for the kitchen light, and me.

I’m perched at the marble counter, fussing with angles, snapping a few photos of my latest batch of decorated cupcakes. Usually this helps. Calms me. But not tonight.

Tonight, I’m restless. Buzzing. And I know exactly why.

Lachlan.

He’s somewhere in the house, and all I can do is sit here and think about him. All six-foot-four, built like a damn tank inches of him.

The way he’d looked at me earlier is etched into my memory forever. Like I was something he needed. Like he wanted to eat me whole and wouldn’t leave a single bite.

I exhale and toss my phone aside. No amount of posting pretty cupcakes on social media is going to distract me tonight.

Maybe a shower will help. A cold one.

I roll my eyes at myself and head upstairs, padding softly along the polished wood floors. But just as I turn the corner to the bathroom, I freeze.

The door is open a crack, and the light is on. The soft hiss of water echoes from inside.

Oh god. Is he in the shower?

I should turn around. I really should. Instead, I step closer, my heart pounding so hard it rattles my ribs.

I peer through the gap.

Lachlan’s there, in the bathroom, and his back is turned toward the door. Steam curls up from the glass walls of the shower. And all of him... God, all of him is bare.

His back is to me, broad and muscled and glistening with rivulets of water. He’s braced one hand against the tile, head tilted forward as water rains down over him. Every inch of him is carved from something primal and ancient and male.

His shoulders are wide. His waist is narrow. His legs are thick with muscle. The line of his spine tapers down to...

I gasp before I can stop myself.

His head lifts. Slowly. Like he heard me. And then he turns.

Those dark, hungry eyes land on me. On the crack in the door. He doesn’t say a word, just stares straight at me.

My cheeks are burning. My whole body feels shaky. I know I should step back. Should pull the door shut and walk away.

But instead, I’m rooted in place, like I’ve been hit with some kind of spell.

Unable to help myself, my gaze drops lower, traveling down over the planes of his abs and the cut lines of his hips and... oh, oh god.

He’s hard. His cock is huge and heavy and thick, curving up against his belly. Water slides over every inch of him, glistening on his skin and making the dark hair on his chest glisten.

And then, without breaking eye contact, he reaches for himself and wraps his fist around his cock.

My heart stutters in my chest. My pulse races so fast, my ears roar. I’m frozen in place. Unable to breathe. Unable to move. Unable to do anything except stare at him and feel a rush of liquid heat between my legs.

His hand slides along his cock, slow and steady, his eyes still fixed on me. He’s breathing harder now, and even through the glass, I can see his muscles bunch and tense as he strokes himself.

A shiver rolls through me. I want him. I want him so badly it hurts.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see him lifting his free hand, crooking a finger to invite me closer.

Oh my god.

Before I can think better of it, before I can stop myself, I step into the bathroom and close the door behind me.

He grins. His eyes drag down over my body, and his grin fades into something else. Something fierce and dark and possessive.

As if my body is moving of its own accord, I move even closer, walking to the glass wall of the shower. My heart pounds against my ribs.

He’s so close now, right there, and I can see everything. See the way the muscles in his arm and his stomach flex as he pumps his cock faster. The veins popping under his skin. His hips bucking into his fist, chasing pleasure.

I reach out, running my fingertips over the glass. He reaches up and does the same, mirroring me. Our fingers are almost touching. Separated by nothing but a steamed up pane of glass.

His eyes are dark and locked on mine. His jaw is clenched, his breathing harsh.

God, he’s so hot. And he’s so close.

“Arabella...”

My name is a rasp. A rumble. It hits me right between the legs, making my knees shake.

He’s getting close. His whole body tenses, his muscles rippling under the spray of water, and his jaw goes slack. His hand is pumping his cock so fast, so hard, I can barely see what he’s doing.

Then his eyes lock on mine, and he grunts.

I gasp as his cock pulses in his fist. Ropes of cum burst out of him, streaking across the glass wall between us. The sight is filthy. Beautiful. Raw.

I’ve never seen a man come before. I can’t believe he just let me watch.

It seems to go on forever. His hips thrusting into his hand, his head tipped back, and his lips parted. His chest heaving.

Finally, he shudders and goes still.

My legs are trembling. My inner thighs are soaked. My nipples are stiff, aching points. I need him so badly it’s an ache, an actual physical pain, that throbs through every inch of me.

I want him to do more than just look at me. More than just touch himself while I watch.

I want him to touch me. To use that mouth, those hands. That cock. I want to know what he’d feel like inside me. If his kisses are as rough and possessive as his eyes.

When his gaze slides back to mine, he looks satisfied and ravenous at the same time. He licks his bottom lip, slowly. Then he grins.

That’s when it hits me. The shame. The embarrassment. Oh god, what is wrong with me? What kind of woman just stands there and watches something like that?

I stumble backwards. Turn and flee. I slam the bathroom door shut and practically run back to my room.

My heart is in my throat and my cheeks are flaming. I cover my face with both hands. I’ve never done anything like that before. Never seen a man come. Certainly never let a complete stranger touch himself for me.

God, he must think I’m the world’s biggest freak.

I pace in my bedroom, restless. Half-horrified. Half still aching from watching him.

A knock on the door startles me, but before I can answer, it opens.

Lachlan is standing in the doorway. Shirtless. Still damp from his shower. Wearing only a pair of black sweatpants that hang low on his hips, a walkie-talkie clipped to the waistband, dragging it down just enough to show the sharp dip of his V-line.

His eyes are locked on mine. He steps inside. Shuts the door behind him.

“I… I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t have looked. I wasn’t thinking, I just...”

He cuts me off with a low growl. “Don’t apologize, princess. I liked having your eyes on me,” he says, voice deep and rough. “I wanted them on me.”

My breath catches, and he takes a step closer. His hand lifts, brushing a piece of hair from my cheek.

“You looked so fucking sweet watching me. Like you couldn’t get enough. It made me come harder than I’ve ever come before. If that’s how good it feels when it’s only your eyes on me, I can’t wait to find out how good it feels with your hands on me. Or your mouth. Or that perfect little untouched cunt.”

“Oh god,” I whimper, shaking.

He leans in. Our mouths are inches apart. I’m breathless. Heart hammering. Everything inside me screaming for him to close the distance and just kiss me already.

But a burst of static from the walkie-talkie at his waist fills the air. Then a clipped, urgent voice.

“Decker. We’ve got movement on the south lawn. Get the girl out of here. Now.”

Lachlan’s jaw clenches. His body shifts, all sharp edges and sudden alertness.

He grabs my hand. His grip is firm. Protective. When his eyes lock on mine, they are hard and focused.

“Come on, princess,” he says. “We’re not safe here.”


Chapter Four
Lachlan


The second that voice crackles over the walkie-talkie, everything inside me shifts. Heat drains from the room, my muscles lock into place, and instinct takes the wheel.

I grab her hand. “Come on, princess. We’re not safe here.”

I yank her gently but firmly into the hallway, one arm wrapped tight around her waist while I watch and listen for any sign of trouble.

We move quickly, quietly, reaching my room in seconds. I slam the door behind us and lock it, heading straight for the duffel bag under the bed. I unzip it and double check the contents. There are enough clothes for a couple of days. Cash. Burner phone. Glock. Ammunition. Toothbrushes.

I’ve dealt with evacuations before, but never like this.

Never with someone I can’t fucking lose.

Arabella’s still standing by the door, wearing nothing but her oversized sleep shirt, legs bare, hair mussed, lips parted like she hasn’t quite caught up to what’s happening.

Jesus. She looks like a goddamn fever dream.

I cross the room, grabbing a clean t-shirt from the wardrobe and pulling it on before picking up a pair of sweatpants.

“Put these on,” I say as I crouch down in front of her. “Nobody sees you like this but me.”

Even now, I can’t control the possessiveness that consumes me when it comes to Arabella. God help any man who tries to come close to her tonight. I’ll fucking rip him to shreds.

She stares down at me, confused and flushed, then steps into the pants. I pull them up her legs myself. My fingers graze her thighs and I bite back a groan. This is not the time. I get the waistband up over her hips, tugging the drawstring tight. The legs are far too long for her and the material bunches comically around her ankles. But it’s good enough if it means I won’t be distracted by the thought of other men looking at her.

“Let’s go.”

I grab the Glock, check the safety, and shove it into the back of my waistband. Sling the duffel over my shoulder, and grab her hand again.

She’s barefoot. Her steps are light but quick, keeping pace with mine. I scan every corner, every shadow, making sure we’re clear.

The garage is quiet. Too quiet.

I shove her into the passenger seat of my SUV, close the door, and take the driver’s side. Lock it down. Turn the engine on.

“Stay down until I tell you it’s safe, princess.”

I wait for her to slide down in her seat before pulling out of the garage.

We don’t speak as I back the SUV down the driveway. I kill the headlights until we’re at the main road, every muscle in my body wired tight, senses sharpened like a blade. I watch the mirrors obsessively. No sign of pursuit, no lights, no shadows moving where they shouldn’t.

Once we hit the highway, I take a deep breath, some of the tension draining out of my shoulders.

“Okay, I think we’re safe now.”

She sits up, blinking, and looks around. One quick glance at her lets me see how much she is shivering. For someone who’s never experienced something like this, she’s holding herself together surprisingly well, and pride floods my chest.

I reach out and place my hand on her thigh, needing to feel her. Needing to know she’s real and safe. She doesn’t pull away.

“Where are we going?”

“I’ll find somewhere safe for us. You’ll be okay, princess, I promise.”

She nods softly. “It’s a good thing my parents are in D.C., otherwise Dad would be freaking out right now.”

“Yeah.”

We both go quiet. The road stretches out in front of us, endless and dark. My headlights cut through the night, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

Arabella curls up on the seat beside me, her bare feet tucked under her. She’s just watching me as if she’s waiting for something.

But I don’t say anything. I can’t. My mind’s racing too fast for my mouth to keep up.

She watched me in the shower. She wanted me to kiss her. She touched the glass like she could feel me through it. I almost had her in my arms.

My dick is growing hard again just thinking about it.

But then someone dared to come after her. Surely whoever it is that’s threatening the family would have known she was the only one at home. They were watching. Waiting. They know how much Senator Prescott dotes on his daughter, and it’s obvious they see her as the key to getting what they want.

The thought makes my knuckles go white on the wheel, and my jaw clenches so hard it hurts. I look over at her.

She’s fallen asleep. Or at least close. Her head’s tipped toward the window, lips parted just slightly, hair messy around her face. She’s soft and small and trusting in a way that guts me.

I give her thigh a gentle squeeze and adjust my grip on the steering wheel with my other hand. The road hums beneath us. Every mile that ticks by, I feel the tension ease just a fraction, replaced by something else. Something dangerous.

I could have lost her tonight. And now, I’m never letting her out of my sight again.

***

The hotel is tucked off the highway, quiet and expensive-looking. The kind of place that men with money bring their mistresses to. The woman at the front desk doesn’t ask questions when I flash a forged ID with a fake name and hand over a wad of cash. She clicks through the booking like she’s done it a hundred times before.

“There’s only one room left,” she says, eyes flicking between me and Arabella. “The honeymoon suite.”

“We’ll take it.”

Arabella doesn’t say anything. Just stands beside me, her eyes wide and her hair trailing over one shoulder.

We ride the elevator in silence, alone, the air between us heavy with all the things we haven’t said. She’s leaning against the mirrored wall, arms folded, lower lip between her teeth like she’s trying not to speak.

I watch her in the reflection. The oversized clothes make her look small. Vulnerable.

When the elevator dings, I guide her out with a hand on the small of her back. She doesn’t flinch at my touch, and that does something to me I can’t afford to look at too closely.

Not yet.

When we get to the suite, it looks as sleek and expensive as I expect.

Arabella walks in slowly, eyes wide as she takes in the glass and marble, the plush bedding, the candles arranged around the edge of the sunken tub. I lock the door. Engage the latch. Slide the deadbolt. Then I head straight for the windows, yanking the blackout curtains closed with quick, precise movements.

Only when the room is secure do I pull out the burner phone and dial.

“Decker,” says Vince on the other end. “We got him.”

My pulse spikes. “Who?”

“Some punk. Probably no older than twenty-five. Tried to scale the perimeter, but tripped the motion sensors. We picked him up near the east wing. No ID, no prints in the system. Won’t say a word. Just keeps smirking like he knows something we don’t.”

“Do we know who sent him?”

“He wouldn’t say. Rick’s working on loosening his tongue.”

That means the guy will have bruises by morning. Plenty of them, hopefully. Good. The only thing bothering me about it is that I’m not the one giving him the bruises right now.

“Keep me updated. And don’t let him go anywhere. We’ll be staying somewhere safe tonight, seeing as it’s so late, but I’ll want to question him myself when we get back tomorrow morning.”

“You got it. Keep the girl safe.”

Always.

I hang up, toss the phone onto the table, and turn to find Arabella on the bed. She’s curled up on the edge of it like she doesn’t know what to do with herself. Arms around her knees, eyes wide and unsure and locked on me.

Something shifts in my chest.

The adrenaline’s still in my veins, but now it’s mixing with something hotter. Deeper. The sight of her lights me up in places that have nothing to do with protection and everything to do with need.

She licks her lips like she’s about to say something, but I beat her to it.

“We’re safe for now.” Her shoulders relax a fraction, but her gaze never wavers from mine. “You should get some sleep, princess. It’s late and you need the rest.”

My voice is thick, rough. I can’t tear my eyes off her.

“Okay,” she whispers, rising to her feet.

She pulls the hem of her sleep shirt up just enough to hook her thumbs into the waistband of her pants, pushing them down to reveal the soft thighs that have haunted my thoughts since I first laid eyes on her this morning. My dick springs to life, thick and hard and aching.

I shouldn’t be looking. I should turn away and leave her to change. I should go and take another shower. A cold one.

I’ve barely finished the thought when her hands go to the buttons on her shirt. The top two were already open, showing a tantalizing hint of cleavage. Now she pops the third, then the fourth. The two sides fall open, and the shirt slides even further down her shoulders.

I’m rooted in place. My heart’s hammering. All the blood in my body has drained straight to my cock, making me light-headed.

Jesus.

I take two long strides, closing the distance between us so I can place my hand over hers, stopping her movements.

“Princess,” I say, my voice coming out sounding a lot like a growl. A warning. “You should keep the shirt on if you don’t want me to lose control. Open any more buttons and neither of us will be getting any sleep tonight.”

It’s taking all my fucking willpower to act as chivalrous as I am, because I have never craved anyone as much as I crave the beautiful young woman standing right in front of me. But, as much as I need to sink my hard cock into that tight virgin heat between her thighs, nothing is more important to me than her well-being.

Not a single damn thing.

Arabella remains silent. She just stares up at me, and there’s something in her eyes. Something hungry. Her pupils are blown out, her cheeks are flushed, and her lips are parted, like she can’t get enough air.

Like she wants me just as badly as I want her.

Her tongue darts out to wet her bottom lip. “What if... what if I want you to lose control?”

Oh fuck.

It’s like a dam breaks inside me. Every bit of self-control snaps and I surge forward. My arms go around her, and my mouth finds hers.

She moans against my lips. It’s a high, soft, needy sound. A sound that tells me everything I need to know about how desperate she is.

I cup her cheek with one hand, deepening the kiss. She tastes so good, better than I ever imagined. So sweet. Her body presses against mine, all soft curves and smooth skin. My dick throbs, rock hard against her stomach.

Unable to wait a moment longer now that I’ve started, I grab the shirt and rip it open, hearing the remaining buttons pop and clatter on the floor. Arabella gasps, her breath warm and sweet on my lips.

Holy shit. She’s naked underneath. Even as I pull back just enough to rake my gaze over every sexy, curvy inch of her body, I make a mental note to never wash those sweatpants again. Not when she’s just been wearing them for the last hour without anything between the material and her sweet little cunt.

My hands find her tits, and her gasp turns into a low moan. God, they’re perfect. Round and full and firm, just the right size to fill my hands. Her nipples are hard, pressing against my palms, and when I tweak them, she whimpers, arching into me.

My control slips even further.

I pick her up. She wraps her legs around my waist and clings to me, our mouths coming together once more.

When I lay her on the bed, the covers rumple beneath her, and I’m struck with the sudden urge to wrap her in silk sheets. To see her spread out in a bed fit for a real princess. To dress her up and strip her bare and worship her the way she deserves.

But right now, there’s no time. All I can do is tear off my shirt and kick off my pants, leaving the Glock within easy reach, before covering her body with mine.

Fuck. My chest presses against her tits. Our legs intertwine. My cock lines up with the hot, slick heaven between her thighs, and I rut against her like a wild animal, unable to help myself.

My cock slides back and forth against her clit, her wetness soaking the belly of my hard flesh. When I shift just right, my swollen head catches on her entrance.

“Lachlan,” she breathes, her fingernails digging into my back.

Fuck. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold back.

I slide my hand down her side, gripping her hip. She’s so soft, so pliant, trembling under me. I kiss her again, hard. Claiming.

I can’t believe she’s letting me do this. Letting me touch her.

But that doesn’t stop the need clawing its way up inside me, urging me on. I grind against her. She feels so damn good. Her scent envelopes me.

But she doesn’t feel nearly close enough.

I need to be inside her. I need her cunt gripping my cock. I need to hear her scream my name as she comes all over my dick.

And I’m about to go fucking insane if I can’t have it.

My mouth leaves hers and trails across her jaw, down her throat. The taste of her skin is sweet, like sugar. She gasps and bucks beneath me, and my fingers dig into her flesh.

“You want me, princess?” I growl against her neck. “You want my cock?”

“Yes,” she breathes. “God, yes.”

Good. Because there’s no fucking way I can hold back.

I’m already halfway to the brink, my dick throbbing and pulsing between her thighs. And when I shift just right, her legs spread wider, and my tip catches on her entrance again.

But this time, I can’t stop.

I push into her.

Her pussy is so wet, so tight, that it takes a second to get the head in. But then her lips stretch around me, and I push harder, groaning, nudging against the resistance of her virginity.

Her breath stutters and she lets out a soft, hurt noise.

My heart squeezes and I lean in, kissing her lips, her cheeks, her jaw, trying to distract her from the pain.

“Relax, princess. Let me in. Let me take you.”

Her chest is heaving, and her fingers dig into my arms. Her teeth are buried in her lower lip. But after a few moments, the tension slowly eases from her body, and she melts beneath me.

“Lachlan, please...”

I groan and push in farther. There’s still resistance, but her tight heat gives way to my girth, inch by inch, until I’m buried inside her, as deep as I can go.

The pressure of her cunt clamping down around me is almost enough to make me come. I pause, gritting my teeth. Breathing hard. Giving us both time to adjust.

“Fuck, princess. You’re so tight.”

“It’s so... I’m so full.” Her hips squirm and her walls flutter around me. “You feel so big.”

My chest swells with pride, and I capture her mouth in a searing kiss. My fingers tangle in her hair. Her tits are smashed against my chest, and her hips lift, begging.

When I can’t stand it any longer, I start moving.

I fuck her slow and deep. It’s so intense. She’s so tight, so perfect, and the way she feels beneath me has my balls tightening already, eager to spill their load inside her.

Her head’s tipped back, lips parted, and I watch her face, drinking in the sight of her. Her skin’s flushed. Sweat glistens at her temples. Her hair’s a mess around her head, and her lips are swollen from my kisses.

So fucking beautiful.

And all fucking mine.

“Fuck, princess.” I groan, grinding my pelvis against her clit with every stroke. “This cunt’s so good. It’s all mine. Nobody else is going to fuck this tight pussy. Only me.”

“Only you,” she whimpers, and hearing those words from her is almost enough to send me over the edge.

I speed up, pounding into her. Our skin slaps together. The bed creaks. My thrusts get rougher, faster, deeper. Her cries are loud, and I know she’s too far gone to be concerned about anyone else in the neighboring rooms hearing her.

Her fingers dig into my arms and her legs tighten around my waist. Her inner muscles start clamping down around me.

“That’s it, princess. Come for me.”

Her orgasm hits her. She cries out, throwing her head back, and her cunt squeezes me tight, pulsing around my cock.

I thrust into her hard, deep, over and over. She’s writhing beneath me, crying out my name. Her orgasm triggers mine, and with a low growl, I empty myself inside her. Spurt after spurt of hot, thick come fills her up, and her whimpers grow higher and louder.

“That’s it, princess. Take it all. Take my cum. Milk it from my cock with your tight little pussy.”

The words are dark and possessive, but I can’t control them. They spill from my lips in a growl.

I’m marking her. Claiming her. Making her mine.

Her cunt grips me and squeezes every last drop from me, until I’m spent and she’s limp beneath me, shuddering through the aftershocks.

Slowly, I pull out.

She whimpers, and I kiss her, trying to soothe her. Then I lie down next to her, pulling her close.

She curls into me, and we lay there together. Silent, but both aware that this changes everything.

Because now, there’s no turning back.


Chapter Five
Arabella


Lachlan’s breathing is slow and deep beside me, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm that doesn’t match the flutter of mine. He’s still asleep, sprawled on his stomach with one arm curled under the pillow, the other slung lazily across where my waist had been before I slipped out of bed. The sheet has slipped low on his hips, just barely covering him, and I should look away. I really should.

But I can’t.

Not when he looks like that. All bare, bronzed skin and roped muscle, like a sculpture someone brought to life and then made even better. His hair’s a little messy, jaw rough with overnight stubble, and there’s a faint pink scratch down one of his shoulder blades. My cheeks grow hot just thinking about how that must have got there.

Last night doesn’t even feel real. The break-in, the hotel, the way he touched me like he would die if he didn’t. Like he needed to possess me.

And I gave myself to him. Completely.

I shift slightly as I sit on the edge of the bed, taking note of the way my body aches in the sweetest way. There’s a quiet, lingering throb between my legs and a flutter in my chest every time I glance at him.

He protected me. He claimed me. And now he’s lying here, warm and safe and mine.

I bite my bottom lip as I watch his eyes start to flutter open. For a moment, they’re soft and sleepy and unfocused.

Then they land on me and everything sharpens.

“Morning,” I whisper, voice a little breathless.

He rolls over onto his back, and I gasp as the sheet tents. My cheeks flare hot and my stomach does a flip-flop.

“Morning,” he grunts, a smile pulling at his lips. “You sleep okay, princess?”

I nod, swallowing. “Y-yes.”

“Good.” He pushes himself upright, his muscles flexing, and my eyes trail down his chest and across his abdomen, following the thin trail of dark hair that leads beneath the sheet. He’s rock hard, and I can’t deny that my mouth is watering a little.

Lachlan’s big hand cups the back of my head, pulling me towards him tenderly until our lips meet. My breath catches. Even now, after everything he did to me last night, he still takes my breath away.

I lean into him, opening for his kiss, and he groans, his grip on me tightening. The sound is so primal and possessive, and something clenches low in my belly.

“How long until we have to head home?” I ask, pulling away reluctantly.

His eyes darken and a frown tugs at his mouth. “Not long enough for all the things I’d like to do to you.”

I glance away, trying to ignore the pulse between my thighs. “So, we should probably get going.”

“We should.”

I don’t move. Can’t bring myself to. Because I don’t want this bubble we’ve created to burst. I want to stay here, just the two of us, for as long as possible.

Lachlan doesn’t move either, and when I bring my gaze back to his, his eyes darken.

“Maybe we can spare an hour,” he says, his voice so gruff now it almost sounds like a growl.

Then his lips are on mine once more, and I melt into him, giving in to the heat and passion of his kiss.

His arms wrap around my waist, pulling me closer, lifting me slightly until I’m straddling his waist with my thighs. Something hot and hard presses against my core, and a moan slips out, reverberating into his mouth.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he groans, breaking away from my lips.

“Me either.”

My fingers thread into his hair, tugging gently. His hand slides down my back and over the curve of my ass, squeezing and pulling me even closer.

I can’t stop myself from rocking against him. My hips roll forward and back, dragging my core along the thick line of his cock, teasing us both.

Without thinking, I reach down, wrapping my fingers around his girth. He hisses in a breath, his whole body going taut, and a thrill shoots through me. I’d intended to guide him inside me, to the place that feels empty without him, but I become distracted by the feel of him in my hand. So thick. So hard. So perfect.

My thumb slides over the head, and he lets out a strangled groan.

“Fuck, princess. Feeling bold, are we?”

“Is this okay?”

“Yeah,” he grits out. “Fuck yeah. It’s more than okay.”

I stroke him a few times, enjoying the way he feels in my palm. And then my curiosity gets the better of me, and I slide down the bed, settling on my knees between his thighs.

I’ve never done this before. Not once. But I want to. Oh, God, do I want to.

His cock is thick and hard, and the head glistens with precum. I lean down, pressing a kiss to the tip, whimpering when I feel the sticky wetness against my lips.

Lachlan’s groan is deep and dark. His hands grip the sheets so tight his knuckles turn white, but he doesn’t move or say a word. He lets me explore him at my own pace, and that emboldens me.

I wrap my fingers around his base, stroking him as I lick the tip, lapping up his taste. He’s salty and bitter and perfect, and I love the way his abs tense and his thighs stiffen.

“Take it, princess. Take my cock in your mouth.”

I do, lowering my head, taking him inside me. The weight of him on my tongue is incredible. He stretches my lips, making them burn. I take him as deep as I can, which isn’t very, but judging by his moans, he doesn’t seem to mind.

He’s still holding the sheets, but his hands are shaking now. When I glance up at him, his jaw is clenched, his eyes are locked on me, and his expression is feral.

“Keep going, princess,” he growls, and the heat and power in his tone has my thighs clenching and my heart racing.

I hollow my cheeks, sucking and swirling my tongue around the tip, stroking his length with my hand. He groans, and the sound goes straight to my core.

It’s incredible, watching him, knowing I’m doing this to him. Knowing that I have this effect on him.

I can’t resist.

Reaching down with my free hand, I slide it between my legs, groaning around his cock when my fingers find my clit.

Lachlan’s eyes darken.

“Oh no, you don’t,” he snarls. “The next time you come will be with my head clamped between those sexy thighs of yours, Arabella. Now keep sucking, and I will take care of you soon enough.”

His command sends a shiver through me, and I obey, pulling my hand away from my pussy. I suck him deeper, moving my head up and down, stroking his length with my lips and hand.

His fingers tangle in my hair, guiding me, and the slight sting is the perfect accompaniment to the pleasure pulsing between my legs.

“Fuck, that’s it. Such a good girl. Suck me just like that. Make me come. I’m going to fill that pretty little mouth with my cum. Do you want that?”

My answering moan is muffled around him, and the vibration seems to undo him. He jerks in my mouth, his cock pulsing.

“Yes, fuck. That’s it. You’re going to make me come.”

A moment later, he lets out a strangled, half-snarled sound and his release hits the back of my throat. Hot, salty liquid spurts onto my tongue, and I swallow instinctively.

I don’t let up, sucking and licking him until his cock is spent. Then I release him and pull back, sitting up on my knees, gazing up at him with a mix of shyness and pride.

“Christ, princess.” He reaches out, cupping my cheek and running his thumb across my lips. “You’re fucking perfect. How did I get so lucky?”

His praise makes my heart flutter.

“Now it’s my turn, Arabella,” he says, laying down on his back once more. “So get up here and lower yourself down on my face. I want to be covered in you, princess.”

I gasp softly, hesitating even though the thought of doing as he asks sends a rush of heat between my legs.

“Aren’t I... you know... a bit too big for that?” I ask, feeling my face burn. Surely that’s something only skinny girls should be doing.

“No, princess. You’re perfect.” He crooks a finger, beckoning me closer. “Come here. Give me a taste. Now.”

There’s something in his voice that leaves no room for argument, which only makes the heat at my center even more intense.

With shaking legs, I do as he commands, crawling up the bed and straddling his face. His hands grip my ass cheeks, his fingers digging into the soft flesh as he pulls me down towards his mouth.

“Don’t be shy, Arabella,” he rumbles, his breath teasing the sensitive skin. “Just hold on to the headboard and ride my face as I eat your pretty little cunt.”

Oh, God.

I grip the headboard with both hands, my knuckles turning white, and allow myself to relax against him.

As soon as his tongue finds me, I nearly collapse. He groans against my flesh, the sound sending vibrations through me, and I arch my back, a low, keening cry escaping my lips.

I can’t help but grind against his mouth.

His tongue swirls, teasing and tasting, and then he licks a slow, long line up the length of me, stopping to circle and flick at the bundle of nerves.

“Oh, God. Lachlan,” I gasp, writhing against him, unable to control the movements of my hips.

My whole body feels hot. Like it’s burning. It’s an intense, incredible feeling.

“That’s it,” he growls. “Ride me. Use my face.”

I don’t even think about it. I just do it, grinding down on his mouth.

The tension is coiling deep inside me, tightening, making my muscles feel tense and loose all at once. His hands are still on my ass cheeks, and now he’s guiding my movements, making my hips rock back and forth, his tongue and lips finding me again and again, teasing and tasting, driving me wild.

“Lachlan,” I whine, gasping.

“Don’t fight it, princess,” he growls against my slick flesh. “Come for me. I want to taste you.”

And then, a moment later, my whole world shatters.

I let out a strangled cry, my orgasm ripping through me like a tornado, sending me hurtling into blissful oblivion. I’m writhing and squirming and trembling, and the only thing holding me in place is his strong, calloused hands gripping my ass.

He doesn’t let up, though. His mouth and tongue continue their relentless onslaught, dragging out the waves of pleasure, keeping me suspended in the ecstasy of release.

Finally, after what feels like forever, the tremors subside, and I slump against the headboard, my legs shaking.

Lachlan eases me off his face, gently laying me down on the bed beside him, and his eyes are dark and hungry. The lower half of his face is glistening, and he licks his lips like he can’t get enough of the taste of me.

“I could get used to starting my days like this. It’s the breakfast of champions, you know.”

My cheeks flame, but I can’t stop the smile tugging at my lips.

“I could get used to it, too,” I murmur, leaning in and kissing him, tasting myself on his lips.

“We should probably shower and head home,” he says, his voice soft. “Much as I’d love to stay here all day.”

I nod. He’s right. We need to go back. I heard him say on the phone last night that he wants to talk to the guy who tried to break in. Hopefully he’ll be able to put an end to all of this and then we can be together without any danger threatening our happiness.

“Okay. Let’s go.”


Chapter Six
Arabella


By the time we pull back into the estate, the sun is already high enough to cast long shadows across the driveway.

It feels strange to be home again. Familiar, but… different now. The weight of everything that happened last night clings to me like a second skin; what almost happened with the intruder, what did happen between Lachlan and me. The way I fell asleep tangled in his arms, my body aching in the best kind of way.

Lachlan cuts the engine, then gets out without a word. I expect him to head straight inside, but instead, he comes around to my side. Opens my door for me like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Like I’m his girl and this is just what he does.

It’s a simple gesture, but one that makes my heart flutter all the same.

“Come on, sleepyhead,” he murmurs, holding out a hand.

I take it, letting him help me out of the car, even though I don’t really need it. But it’s nice. Warm. Steady.

He doesn’t let go of my hand right away. Just looks down at me with this softness in his eyes that makes my chest ache.

“You should get some rest,” he says, voice low and gentle. “You didn’t exactly get much sleep last night.”

The teasing edge in his tone makes my face heat, but then he leans in and kisses me slow and deep, like he’s memorizing the shape of my mouth. Like he wants me to feel everything he’s not quite saying.

When he finally pulls back, my legs feel a little unsteady.

“I’ll be back in a little while,” he says, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Gotta check in with the others and I want to question the guy we caught.”

I nod, though my throat feels tight. “Okay.”

He presses one last kiss to my forehead and then turns to go. I watch him as he heads toward the east wing, tall and broad and purposeful, and something tugs inside me. Like a string pulled taut between us, stretching thinner and thinner with every step he takes away.

I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly cold, and turn toward the house.

The silence inside feels different now. Heavier. I climb the stairs slowly, every step muffled by the thick carpet and the soft weight of Lachlan’s too-big clothes hanging off my body. I hadn’t had any clean clothes with me, so I’d had to borrow some of Lachlan’s from his bag. His scent clings to the sweatshirt, and I breathe it in without even thinking.

My bedroom is just how I left it. The bed is neatly made. The curtains are still drawn back to let the morning sun spill across the floor. My phone sits on the nightstand, face down where I tossed it last night before everything turned chaotic in so many ways.

I hesitate in the doorway for a second, then let out a breath and walk in. I tug off the sweatshirt first, letting it fall across the foot of my bed, and strip out of the sweatpants next. As much as I love wearing his clothes, I want something that will be easier to move in. I will be keeping them, though, so I can wear them on nights we can’t be together.

My chest aches a little at the thought of us ever being apart. So I focus on finding clean clothes.

I cross to my dresser and pull out a pale blue tank top and a pair of jersey shorts. Clothes that feel like me. Not the girl who watched her bodyguard in the shower. Not the girl who offered him everything in the dim light of a hotel room. Just… Arabella.

Once I’m dressed, I pull my brush through my hair slowly, trying to untangle both the knots and the thoughts in my head.

Everything’s changed. And yet I still feel like I’m floating in the middle of it. Like it hasn’t all quite hit me yet.

The threat last night. Lachlan calmly taking control and whisking me away to safety without hesitation. The way his hands felt on my skin. The way he whispered my name like I was everything he’d been waiting for.

I didn’t know it could feel like that. Or that I could feel like this.

As I sit down on the edge of the bed, my phone lights up with a sudden buzz. A second later, it rings. The sharp sound slices through the quiet and makes me jump.

The number on the screen is unfamiliar. No name.

My heart stutters.

I stare at it for a beat too long before reaching for it, my fingers suddenly cold and clumsy. I swipe to answer and lift it to my ear.

“Hello?”

There’s a pause. Then a voice. Deep. Gruff. Cold.

“Don’t say a word. I’ve got your father. If you want him to live, you’re going to do exactly what I tell you.”

My blood turns to ice.

“W-what?” I whisper, but my voice comes out broken and barely there.

“I said don’t speak.” The voice sharpens like a blade. “Just listen. You’re going to get in your car and drive to this address.” A pause. Then numbers. A street name. “Alone. No security. No phone calls. No games.”

I swallow, but it’s like there’s glass in my throat.

“We’re watching the house,” the voice continues. “If anyone follows you, your daddy’s dead. You understand?”

My knees nearly give out.

“I... I understand,” I manage to say.

“Good girl.” Then the line goes dead.

I stand there for a second, completely still. Like maybe if I don’t move, none of this will be real.

But my heart is hammering and I can’t breathe and my hands are shaking so hard I nearly drop the phone.

Dad.

Oh my god. They have my dad.

I need to tell Lachlan.

No. No, I can’t.

They said they are watching the house. If I tell Lachlan, he won’t let me leave. At least, not without him, and that would put Dad’s life in even more danger.

I press the heels of my hands into my eyes. Think, Arabella. Think.

I dart to my desk and grab a sticky note, scrawling the address with a trembling hand. The letters are barely legible. My whole body is shaking.

I stuff it in the pocket of my shorts and grab my phone, silencing it completely. No buzzing. No calls. I can’t risk it.

I tiptoe down the hallway like I’m a thief in my own home. Every step feels like it echoes. Every creak of the floorboard makes me flinch.

When I reach the front hall, I snatch a random set of keys from the hook for one of the spare cars and edge toward the garage entrance.

I glance toward the east wing. Toward where Lachlan is. He’s probably mid-interrogation right now. Focused. Dangerous. Protecting me.

And I’m about to disappear without telling him a word.

My chest aches.

I’m sorry, Lachlan.

I’m sorry.

I slip through the door into the garage, slide into the car, and turn the key. The engine purrs to life.

My hands are white-knuckled on the steering wheel.

And then I pull out of the garage and onto the road, heart pounding like a warning bell.

I don’t care what it takes. I’m going to get my dad back.


Chapter Seven
Lachlan


The bastard won’t talk.

Thirty minutes, and he hasn’t given me a damn thing. Not a name. Not a motive. Not even a fucking twitch of fear.

He just sits in the chair, zip-tied to the arms and legs, his face already swelling on one side from the last time I lost my temper. He’s breathing heavy through his nose, eyes locked on mine with that same smug defiance that’s been pissing me off since the moment I saw him.

The room is cold and echoing. Stone floors, old brick walls. We’re in some unfinished corner of the Prescott basement that smells faintly of dust and copper pipes. A single lightbulb sways overhead. There’s nothing in here but me, him, and the heat building in my chest like a fuse ready to blow.

“I’m gonna ask you one more time,” I grind out, voice low and sharp. “Who sent you?”

Nothing. Just that same blank stare. It makes my hands itch.

I pace in front of him, every inch of me coiled tight. My knuckles are still raw. My jaw clenches so hard it hurts.

I see Arabella’s face in my mind like it’s burned onto the backs of my eyelids. The way she looked this morning with her tangled hair and sleepy eyes. Safe. Mine.

And this fucker, whoever he is, had the balls to step onto the property. To come after her.

But I’m done playing nice.

“You think you’re a tough guy?” I snarl. “Wait until you see what I do when I stop pretending to be civilized.”

He shrugs like it’s nothing. Like he’s ready to die for whoever sent him.

Damn, I don’t have time for this. I’ll tear down the entire fucking city to keep her safe, if that’s what it takes.

Hurried footsteps echo down the stairs to the basement, and I whip around as one of the security guys appears. The look on Rick’s face makes my blood run cold.

He’s pale. Breathing hard.

“We’ve got a problem,” he says. “One of the cars just left the garage.”

Every muscle in my body locks.

“I went to check,” Rick continues, “and... she’s not here. Arabella’s gone.”

My vision narrows to a pinpoint. The world doesn’t just stop. It fucking shatters.

“What the fuck do you mean, she’s gone?”

“She took one of the sedans. I checked the feeds, and it’s only her on camera. No one took her.”

I shove past him, storming into the hallway as panic claws up my spine. “Tell me we can track it.”

Rick is already pulling a tablet from under his arm. “We put a tracker in every vehicle the day we arrived. I’ve got her signal.”

He taps the screen and holds it up. A single red dot blinks steadily, already off the property and heading east.

“She’s moving fast,” he mutters. “Rural roads.”

I snatch the tablet from his hand, my thumb flying across the screen. Every instinct I have is roaring now. Blood screaming. Pulse pounding.

“She didn’t just decide to go for a fucking joyride,” I growl. “Someone got to her. She wouldn’t leave without telling me unless she thought she had no choice.”

Rick nods grimly. “You want me to call it in?”

I don’t even hesitate. “Tell the cops we need backup. Say it’s urgent. Senator Prescott’s daughter is involved and every available unit needs to be moving now.”

I turn for the door, but Rick grabs my arm.

“Lachlan, what about him?” He jerks his head towards the makeshift interrogation room. “You want me to keep working him?”

“He’s done,” I snap. “If he knows anything, it’s buried deep, and I don’t have time to dig. Get what you can if you want, but I’m going after her.”

I’m already moving. I don’t remember the stairs. Don’t remember the hallway. Just the burst of sunlight as I throw open the front door and sprint to the driveway.

Seconds later, I’m behind the wheel, the engine roaring as I tear out of the garage. Dust kicks up behind me in a cloud as I hit the main road, the GPS flashing red on the passenger seat.

My jaw is clenched so tight it aches. My grip on the steering wheel is white-knuckled, locked down hard enough to snap the leather. The world around me blurs.

But I see her.

Arabella, singing in the kitchen as she iced her cupcakes. Curled up in my arms. Laid out beneath me while moaning with pleasure. Every moment with her flashes before my eyes.

And now she’s out there. Alone. Thinking she has to fix something by herself. Thinking I won’t burn down every mile between us to get her back.

No. No fucking way.

Please be okay, princess.

I’m coming for you, Arabella.


Chapter Eight
Arabella


The gravel crunches beneath the tires as I pull up outside the building.

My father’s car rumbles to a stop beneath the wide stone awning of a manor house. It’s elegant, imposing. The kind of place you have to be invited to enter.

Tall marble columns frame the dark wooden doors, and not a single window reveals what lies inside. No staff. No valet. No lights. Just a heavy, eerie quiet that settles on my shoulders like a warning.

I kill the engine, but don’t move right away. My hands stay wrapped around the steering wheel as if letting go might cause everything to fall apart. My heart pounds so hard I swear the sound echoes in the confined space of the car.

I’m scared. But I’m here for my dad. And if this is the only way to keep him safe, then I’ll do whatever it takes.

I open the door and step out. The air is cool and my sneakers are far too loud against the gravel as I cross to the entrance. I glance behind me, but there’s nothing but trees and a winding road that goes on for miles. We’re in the middle of nowhere, and I suddenly feel very alone. Lachlan will never be able to find me here if I need him.

When I reach the double doors, I hesitate, my fingers resting against the bronze handles. They’re unlocked.

Swallowing hard, I push one open and slip inside.

The air hits me first, cool and stale, laced with the scent of old cigars and expensive cologne. Velvet curtains hang heavy along one wall, filtering the sunlight into weak, dusty shafts. Mahogany paneling gleams faintly, polished to a shine that seems unnatural.

The place is completely deserted.

I take a few cautious steps forward, the sound of my own footsteps deafening in the silence. Leather chairs line the lounge area, perfectly arranged like a stage waiting for actors to return. A low bar gleams with untouched bottles and crystal decanters.

“Hello?” I call, barely above a whisper. My voice bounces off the high ceilings and dies in the emptiness.

Then I hear a sound in one dark corner, followed by a voice.

“I was beginning to wonder if you’d actually come.”

The voice slips from the shadows like smoke; smooth, calm, unsettlingly polite. It comes from somewhere just beyond the bar. I freeze, spine straightening.

A man steps into view, and everything in me tenses.

He’s tall. Immaculately dressed in a navy suit that looks like it costs more than my entire wardrobe. Silver cufflinks glint at his wrists. His dark blond hair is swept neatly back, and his smile... it’s the kind that doesn’t reach his eyes.

I stiffen. “Where’s my father?”

His smile doesn’t waver. “Still in D.C., last I heard. Perfectly safe… for now.”

My stomach drops.

“What?” I breathe, already knowing the answer. “You said... You told me...”

“I told you what I had to,” he says smoothly, stepping forward into the soft light filtering through the velvet curtains. “And you came. That’s all that matters.”

It takes a moment to sink in, but when it does, it hits me like ice water down my spine.

There was never any hostage. This was never a rescue mission.

It was a trap.

I grit my teeth. “Why?”

His expression shifts to something not quite amused, not quite angry. Something colder. Like I’m a piece of business paperwork that annoyed him by needing attention.

“Because your father doesn’t understand how the world works.” He begins pacing slowly, like we’re discussing politics over scotch instead of my kidnapping. “He thinks he’s some kind of hero. That this housing bill will fix the world. Level the playing field. Make homes affordable.” He spits the word like it’s vulgar. “Do you know what that does to people like me?”

“No,” I snap. “And I don’t care.”

That earns me a chuckle. “Oh, sweetheart. You should care. Because people like me are the ones who built all of this.” He gestures vaguely to the luxury around us; to the velvet curtains, the gleaming floors, the hush of old money soaked into every polished surface. “I earned my fortune, but your daddy wants to gut the market. Limit ownership. Cap profits. He calls it justice. I call it theft.”

He steps closer. Too close.

I take a slow step back, angling toward the bar.

“And now,” he continues, “he has a choice. He drops the bill, or he loses the only thing he truly loves in the world. You.”

My pulse hammers. “You’re insane.”

“I’m practical. And you are leverage.”

He keeps moving toward me, and I keep backing up, one step at a time, until the smooth wood of the bar presses against my back. His presence is a wall in front of me now. Trapping me.

His voice softens, sinister. “I didn’t want it to come to this. But idealists never learn until someone shatters their illusions. I tried to talk to your father. He refused. So now he can feel what it’s like to lose something precious. Then maybe he’ll learn his place.”

His words chill me. This is not a man. It’s a snake. A monster.

I glance down, heart pounding. A crystal decanter sits beside me, half-filled with amber liquid. I can see my reflection in it. Wide eyes, parted lips, every inch of me coiled tight.

Maybe I have a chance.

He leans in, like he’s about to deliver some final, chilling threat...

And I grab the decanter and smash it against the side of his head.

Glass shatters and the amber liquid spills everywhere. He stumbles back with a shout, clutching the side of his skull, blood already blooming between his fingers.

I don’t wait.

I bolt.

My sneakers skid on the polished floor as I sprint toward the front doors, adrenaline surging, my breath coming in fast, wild gasps.

But before I make it five steps, movement slams into me.

Two men in suits step through the doorway, big, broad and silent. I scream and fight, kicking, clawing, but they grab me like I weigh nothing and drag me back towards the center of the room.

Lucien is standing again, one hand still at his head, blood trickling down his temple. His expression has completely changed.

Gone is the smug, polished veneer.

What’s left is fury.

“That,” he growls, voice low and shaking, “was a mistake, sweetheart. One you won’t get to make again.”

He takes a step towards me. And then...

The front doors burst open with a thunderous crack, the echo ricocheting through the cavernous room like gunfire.

“Police! Hands where I can see them!”

Chaos explodes all at once.

Voices shout. Footsteps pound against the polished floors. Light floods the dim space as uniformed officers pour in, weapons raised, commanding everyone to the ground.

And then I see Lachlan.

He storms through the chaos like a force of nature. He’s taller, broader, and his eyes are locked on me like I’m the only thing that matters. His weapon is drawn, but it’s the look on his face that nearly brings me to my knees: raw fury mixed with terror.

The two men holding me release their grip and throw their hands in the air, dropping to their knees as the police descend on them. One officer tackles the man to my right, slamming him down and cuffing him.

Lucien steps back, smoothing his bloody sleeve with forced calm. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” he says coldly. “This won’t end the way you think it will.”

But the only thing that answers him is the cold click of cuffs around his wrists as a cop steps in, shoving his arms behind his back.

“You have the right to remain silent...”

Lachlan’s already at my side. His arms wrap around me in an instant, solid and sure, anchoring me like a storm has just passed, and he’s the only shelter left in the world. I let out a shaky breath and press my face to his chest, trembling from head to toe.

His hand cups the back of my head, holding me close.

“I’ve got you,” he murmurs, voice low and fierce. “I’ve got you, princess. You’re safe now.”

I can’t speak. I can barely breathe.

But all I can think, over and over, as his heart pounds against my ear, is... he came for me.

He really came for me.


Chapter Nine
Lachlan


Arabella’s mother clutches her daughter like she’s afraid to let go, brushing her hair back over and over even though it’s already neat. Her father hovers a step behind, his eyes red-rimmed, voice low as he asks if she’s alright for the tenth time.

They returned from their trip to D.C. about an hour ago, a few minutes before we returned home after giving our statements at the police station. And they haven’t let Arabella out of their sight since.

She’s holding up well. Tired, pale and shaken, but solid. Her chin lifts a little higher with every question. She nods, reassures, and even manages a small smile.

She’s stronger than anyone gives her credit for. Maybe even stronger than she realizes.

I stand near the entrance to the living room, back straight, arms crossed. Watching. Not speaking. Not moving.

I don’t belong in that moment. Not with her family. Not in their bubble of soft voices and tearful relief. I’m here to protect her. And I almost failed.

If we’d been even five minutes slower...

I clench my jaw, the rage simmering low in my gut again. No, I’m not going there.

Senator Prescott steps away from the couch and walks toward me, adjusting his cufflinks like he’s trying to collect himself. His expression is a strange mix of tension and gratitude. His voice is low when he speaks.

“I know she’s probably already said this, but thank you. For what you did today.” He pauses. “For bringing her back safe.”

I incline my head. “My pleasure, sir.”

He nods once, satisfied, and heads back to his wife and daughter.

Arabella glances over her shoulder just as he’s walking away. Her eyes find mine like they’re drawn to me by instinct. There’s something unreadable in her gaze. Something that flickers just under the surface.

Longing. Relief. And something deeper. Need, maybe. Trust.

She clears her throat and rises slowly from the couch.

“I’m going to go shower,” she says lightly, but her voice is softer than usual. “I feel… gross. I want to wash the day away.”

Arabella turns and heads toward the stairs, not looking back this time.

I manage to wait two full minutes before I follow. But every step feels too slow. Every second too long.

I keep my face unreadable as I pass the staff and other agents in the hall, all of them too busy restoring order to look at me twice. But inside?

Inside, I’m a storm.

Because it’s only now she’s safe again that I feel just how close I came to losing her.

And I don’t think I can wait much longer to remind her exactly who she belongs to.

The bathroom door is cracked, and steam curls out from a fire I already know is going to burn me alive.

I enter quietly. The light inside is soft, golden. Condensation beads on the marble, clings to the mirror, turns the air thick with heat and jasmine.

Arabella is already in the shower.

Behind the glass, water rains down over her body in shimmering streams. It slides over the generous swell of her hips, the soft lines of her stomach, the curves I’ve already memorized with hands and mouth and an insatiable hunger. She’s all woman. Lush, full, breathtaking. Every inch of her was built to be worshipped. And God, I love it. She’s a work of art that I never knew I needed in my life until I first laid eyes on her.

Her eyes lift to mine, and a small smile plays across her lips.

She doesn’t cover herself, doesn’t reach for the faucet, doesn’t tell me to leave. Instead, she lifts her hands and cups her breasts, lifting them and squeezing softly. Her thumbs roll across her nipples, and I groan low in my throat as I watch the hard points tighten and darken.

My dick is rock hard, straining painfully against my pants, but I don’t move.

I just watch.

Her fingers trail down her stomach, lower. She widens her feet on the floor and her fingers slip between her thighs, a sigh escaping her lips.

“Lachlan...”

Hearing my name on her tongue is the final blow.

I yank my shirt off over my head in a single, swift movement, my muscles coiled, every nerve ending alight. My belt comes next, and then my pants, and then I’m naked, the fire licking up my spine so hot it’s a wonder I’m not ash.

But I want her.

I want her more than anything.

Arabella makes a small sound as I step into the shower and press her back against the tile. My hand wraps around her wrist, pulling her hand away from her pussy, and then my own hand takes its place. Her folds are slick, slippery, and her hips tilt toward me.

I don’t wait. I can’t.

I slide two fingers into her tight, wet channel, and Arabella cries out. I can feel her pulsing around my fingers. Hot. Needy. Greedy for more.

My thumb finds her clit, circling the hard bud, and she arches her back and moans. The sounds she makes have got my cock throbbing with an eagerness to feel those slick walls gripping me instead.

“I understand why you went without me today, princess,” I growl, my lips close to her ear while I keep working her with my fingers, “but the next time you run off without letting me protect you, the first thing I’m going to do when I get my hands on you is spank your sexy ass until you remember who you belong to.”

“I’m sorry,” she whimpers breathlessly. “I just...”

Her words trail off as another moan rips from her throat.

“Shhhh, princess. It’s okay. Just don’t do it again. Right now, all I want is for you to come for me.”

My lips crash down on hers. Hard. Demanding. Taking what I need. What I know she wants. She parts her lips and kisses me back with an eagerness that tells me everything I need to know.

I keep pumping my fingers in and out of her wet little hole, my thumb working her clit relentlessly. When she shatters apart, my kisses muffle her moans, and I swallow the sounds of pleasure as if they are just one more thing I can’t get enough of.

When I finally pull back, her breathing is fast and shallow. Her pupils are blown wide.

I pull my fingers from her pussy, and before she can make a sound of protest, I grip her hips and spin her around. Arabella lets out a surprised gasp and braces her hands against the wall, her breasts pressed to the tile, the perfect, round globes of her ass on full display for me.

My hands are rough and possessive as they slide down her body, tracing the curve of her hips, the swell of her ass, the backs of her thighs. Her skin is wet and slick and so soft, and I can’t help but squeeze the pliant flesh, my cock pulsing painfully at the way she pushes her ass back toward me.

“Lachlan...” Her voice is thick with need. Desperate.

I’m not far behind her.

I line the head of my dick up with her slit, her juices already coating the tip, and slowly push forward. She’s so tight and slick, the sensation almost overwhelming. Arabella moans and shifts her weight, tilting her hips, and the next thrust sinks me deeper.

Fuck.

“More.” Her voice is ragged.

I grip her hips and slam my cock all the way in, burying myself to the hilt. She cries out, her whole body tightening, and I grind my hips, driving her closer to the edge.

“God, you feel so fucking good.”

It’s not enough. I need her. All of her.

My hips slam forward again, and again, and then the last threads of control snap. I start to pound into her, hard and deep and merciless, fucking her with everything I have. The sound of her cries fills the room, and the slap of flesh on flesh echoes around us.

“You’re mine,” I growl, slamming into her, the need for her coursing through my veins like a drug. “My only purpose now is to protect you and take care of you. And I’m going to do whatever I have to do to make that happen, princess.”

“Because that’s what a bodyguard does, right?” she whispers so quietly that she probably thinks I didn’t hear her.

I pause my movements, gripping her chin in one hand and tilting her head until she’s looking at me over her shoulder.

“Yes, but that’s not why it’s my purpose, Arabella. It’s because I love you. I want you to be mine for the rest of our fucking lives, princess. So, yes, I’m going to protect you and take care of you and do whatever I have to do to keep you safe. I’m doing it because you’re my whole world, and I’m never letting you go.”

She gasps.

Her eyes widen, and her mouth parts, and for a moment I think I’ve broken her. That maybe she didn’t really want to hear the words. But then she smiles. A smile so brilliant it rivals the sun, and in that moment, I’m sure my heart stops beating.

“I love you too, Lachlan. I’m yours.”

It’s all I need.

I grip her hips and start to slam into her, faster, harder, until her whole body shakes. Her pussy flutters and grips me, and her breath comes in staccato bursts.

“Then it’s time for me to claim you properly, princess. I’m going to flood your womb with my seed and plant my baby inside you.” I reach around, gently touching her stomach with both hands. “Right here. Where it belongs. So I can make sure no one ever takes you away from me.”

“Oh God,” she moans, her eyes closed, her breath coming in short, quick pants.

“Say yes,” I demand.

“Yes! I want your baby inside me, Lachlan. Please.”

I let out a low, guttural sound as the pleasure takes hold of me. It’s raw and primal and so fucking deep.

I grip her hips, holding her in place, and drive my cock deep inside her. Her body quakes as her climax hits, and she throws her head back and screams.

That’s all it takes.

I come, hard and sudden, the hot spurts filling her tight little cunt, mixing with her own release. My hips jerk, grinding, thrusting, claiming, and she moans and presses her ass back against me.

It’s not enough. I still can’t get close enough to her.

So I just keep fucking her until I’ve completely emptied myself inside her. Until neither of us can think straight, and her pussy is soaked with the proof of how much I need her. How much I love her. How I’ll do anything to have her by my side for the rest of our lives.

Finally, after what seems like an eternity, my thrusts slow and the waves of pleasure start to subside. My cock slides out of her with a lewd, wet sound.

I press a kiss to her neck, trailing the soft skin with my tongue.

“I’m so fucking glad you’re okay, princess.”

“Me too.”

She leans back, resting her head against my chest, and we just stay like that, holding each other under the hot spray.

And for the first time since she walked out of the door earlier today, the panic subsides and the weight lifts from my chest.

Because I have her.

And that’s all that matters.


Epilogue
Arabella


One year later:

The smell of warm cinnamon and vanilla sugar curls through the air like a hug, thick and sweet and impossible to resist. Sunlight slants in through the tall front windows of Prescott & Flour, painting golden stripes across the floor and turning the flour dust in the air into soft-glowing magic.

I exhale slowly, one hand resting on the swell of my belly as I pipe a swirl of honey buttercream onto a batch of apple spice cupcakes. My lower back aches. My feet are killing me. My hair is vaguely sticky from steam and powdered sugar. But for the first time in a long, long time, I feel whole.

My life isn’t just mine anymore. It’s mine, and his. And soon, it will be theirs, too.

The bell above the door jingles. And even without looking up, I know it’s him. I’d know that quiet command in his stride anywhere.

Lachlan.

He walks in like he belongs here, because he does. Like he owns the air I breathe, because in a way, he kind of does that too. He’s still in workout clothes, his dark T-shirt clinging to his chest and shoulders in a way that makes me forget I’m in polite company. A light sheen of post-shower damp clings to the ends of his hair. His eyes find mine instantly, and that stupid, smug grin spreads across his face.

“I swear,” I say before he even opens his mouth, “if you’re here to steal the last cinnamon roll again, I’m throwing you out.”

He saunters up to the counter, eyes glinting. “You make it sound like I’m not doing the public a favor. Pretty sure I’m saving lives. Those things are so addictive they’re dangerous.”

“Dangerous is what happens when a paying customer comes in and finds out the owner’s greedy boyfriend has eaten the entire tray.”

He leans over the counter and kisses the tip of my nose. “Correction: the owner’s devastatingly handsome bodyguard fiancé.”

I roll my eyes and try not to melt when he says it like that. “Still greedy.”

“You love it.”

And he’s right.

He makes his way behind the counter and slides his hand around my waist, pulling me gently toward him with all the reverence and care he’s learned to navigate my very pregnant body with. I let myself sink into him for a second, breathing him in. Safety. Warmth. Everything.

“Have I told you today that you’re glowing?” he murmurs, brushing a kiss against my cheek. “Like actual golden light radiating off you. You’re carrying two babies inside you and you’re still the sexiest woman on the planet.”

“You’re just saying that because you want another cinnamon roll.”

“Not true,” he says, voice low and teasing. “I want two.”

I laugh. “If you eat two more, we’re going to have to roll you out of here.”

“That’s why I’m here,” he counters, moving to stand behind me, so I can feel the hard outline of his erection pressing against my back. “Gotta work off the sugar somehow. And I know a way that’s a lot more fun than the gym.”

“Lachlan,” I warn, feeling my face grow hot while a matching heat blossoms between my thighs. “We’re in public.”

He hums. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s watching.”

“You’re impossible,” I whisper, smiling as his lips graze my temple.

“And you’re mine,” he whispers back. “I’m never letting you forget it.”

My heart clenches, in the way it always does when I let myself really feel it. Him. Us. This life we’ve built.

A year ago, I’d been in danger, and he’d followed me into it without hesitation to keep me safe. But that’s all behind us now. Lucien is behind bars, rotting in a cell where he belongs. His lawyers tried every trick in the book, but the evidence against him was overwhelming.

He lost.

And we won.

With Lucien out of the way and the full extent of his crimes exposed, my father’s housing bill passed through the Senate with overwhelming support. The media storm that followed only rallied more people behind the cause, and now, almost a year later, protections are finally in place to keep corporate giants from exploiting vulnerable communities. Affordable housing initiatives are being rolled out across the state. My dad still works long hours, but there’s pride in his eyes now, like he knows he really made a difference.

I lean my head back against Lachlan’s chest and let myself breathe it in: this moment, this quiet, this love.

He kisses the top of my head and lowers a hand to rest over mine on my belly. One of the babies kicks right on cue, and he lets out a low, affectionate laugh.

“Still doing gymnastics in there, huh?” he says.

“Like clockwork.”

He crouches down in front of me, resting his big hands on my hips and pressing a kiss to the curve of my bump. “Alright, little ones. Settle down in there, yeah? Your mom’s been on her feet all morning, and she needs a break. Take it easy on her, okay?”

I blink fast, because pregnancy hormones are cruel, and this man makes me feel too much.

“I hope they get your calm,” I whisper. “Your strength.”

Lachlan looks up at me, a smile playing on his lips. “And I hope they get your fire.”

I reach down and touch his cheek. “You know something?”

He stands, cupping my face gently in both hands. “What?”

“This is it. This is my dream.”

His eyes soften. “It’s mine too.”

He kisses me then; slow, deep, warm. Full of promises we’ve already started keeping.

Behind us, the kitchen timer dings. I glance over my shoulder, and then back at him with a knowing smirk. “You want to help me take the croissants out of the oven?”

He grins like he’s just been handed heaven on a silver tray. “Only if I get to sample one.”

“I knew there was a catch.”

“There’s always a catch,” he says, leaning in one last time. “You caught me.”

And he catches me right back.

Every time.

***
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