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Chapter 1 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Taylor stirred as the mattress shifted, prodding her from her dreams. Squinting into the predawn gloom, she blinked until the glow of the alarm clock came into focus. It was just after six. Sebastian had been gone for over twelve hours. She tried not to think of what he might have been doing, but the darkness, the connotation of his job would always be there. There was no going back. She couldn’t erase the things she knew. The man she loved was a ruthless killer.
 
   Sebastian’s lean body shuddered with exhaustion as he lay down and drew the blankets up to his chin. Unable to help herself, she rolled over and cuddled against his side in search of heat and reassurance. The fresh, woodsy smell of soap and deodorant clung to his skin along with the drying remnants of his shower. Pressing her nose against his chest, she breathed the scent of him in and traced the rippled lines of his abdomen. His jaw stretched on a violent yawn, and he buried his face in her hair.
 
   “Mm. Darling, not now,” he murmured. “Just hold me and let me get some sleep.”
 
   She fought the urge to bat at his arm for the presumption. Instead, she propped her chin on her hand and peered down at him. “Who said I was trying to seduce you?”
 
   He smiled into the fading shadows, affording her a glimpse of the dimples she loved so much. His eyes remained closed as he spoke. “Don’t play coy, sweetheart. You and I both know what a shameless little minx you can be.”
 
   “You made me that way,” she whispered, kissing the hard swell of his chest. Sebastian shook with a quiet humor. She grinned, loving the rich, husky sound. He didn’t laugh nearly enough.
 
   “And I will gladly take the credit. Go back to sleep, Taylor.”
 
   Not missing the edge of authority creeping into his voice, she burrowed beneath the comforter and closed her eyes. Sebastian’s arms tightened around her. He rubbed her back until the fatigue became too much and he finally drifted to sleep. Lulled by the even rise and fall of his chest and the contentment of having him near, she wasn’t far behind.
 
    
 
   Bright sunlight spilled through the wall of bay windows lining the rear of the house. It glistened off the fresh blanket of snow, and the crystals cast the illusion of tiny diamonds shimmering across the grounds. The sizzle of frying bacon blended with the throaty purr of her voice as Taylor sang along with the radio, her body grooving to the bluesy beat. Her mouth watered as she flipped the stuffed French toast. She glanced toward the stairs, praying the smell wouldn’t wake Sebastian. Hopefully a late breakfast in bed would start his day off right. He’d had such a long night. Pouring a cup of coffee, she added it to the tray and checked the cream cheese filled treats. Perfect. After arranging his plate in an artful spread, she headed for the stairs. If only the crew at the truck stop diner could see her now.
 
   She balanced the tray on her hip and eased open the bedroom doors. A wistful smile played on her lips as she watched Sebastian sleep. He looked so comfortable sprawled on his back in the middle of their king-sized bed, so at peace. She hated to wake him, but he resented sleeping past noon, no matter how late he’d worked. The plush black and silver comforter whispered against the sheets as he stirred. Confusion knitting his brow, he scented the air. Turning his head, he slit one eye open and a lazy grin lit his face.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked his voice still husky and thick with the weight of slumber.
 
   She knelt carefully on the edge of the mattress and settled the tray on his lap after he’d propped himself up against the pillows. His sandy curls were a delicious mess. It took everything she had not to plow her hands through them and add to their wild tousle. That could wait until he was a little more awake.
 
   “This is a special wake up for my super sexy man,” she purred.
 
   Sebastian’s pale sage eyes sparkled as they swung up from the tray to meet hers. “Is that so?” he asked, amusement riding the raspy notes of his voice. “Hm. Breakfast in bed with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, what more could a man ask for?”
 
   Taylor snorted with amusement. “A lot of things, I’m sure.”
 
   One corner of his mouth twisted in a show of thought and Sebastian nodded. “You may be right. Come here,” he commanded, reaching for her.
 
   Strong fingers threaded through her hair and massaged her scalp before sharply tugging her down. She steadied the tray as Sebastian caught her lips in a smoldering kiss. His mouth plied hers with tender passion until desire broke, making her squirm. Hot moisture pooled against the inside of her thighs. Her hand shook, and the telltale rattle of the cup against the saucer drew an amused sound from his chest.
 
   “Don’t spill my coffee, sweetheart,” Sebastian warned, releasing her with a wink. “Neither one of us would like what happened if I got burned.”
 
   Taylor’s cheeks colored with the gentle admonishment. She traced a finger over his six-pack, admiring the definition in his lean form. “I don’t imagine we would, but you have to admit, that would’ve been your fault.”
 
   Popping a piece of bacon in his mouth, he chewed and arched a tawny brow in her direction. “Do I, now?” he asked. “You’d expect me to take the blame when it was your hand shaking the tray?”
 
   Taylor stretched out beside him and accepted the bite of stuffed French toast he offered on the end of his fork. “You were the one making me shake.”
 
   “Twisted logic won’t save you, sweetheart. Not from me.”
 
   “I know.” Biting her lip, she lowered her head. “It’s snowing outside.”
 
   His green eyes danced as he tipped her chin up with his finger. “Is this your way of trying to change the subject?”
 
   “Yes,” she admitted quietly.
 
   Sebastian laughed and let his head fall back against the pillows. “I really don’t know what to make of you sometimes.” Still wearing a bemused grin, he tore off a piece of bacon and fed it to her. “All right, darling, you win.”
 
   Taylor’s laughter rang over his. “Well, that’s a first.”
 
   His smile deepened. “It might be a last, too, so I’d enjoy it if I were you.”
 
   The doorbell interrupted their playful banter. Sebastian’s brow furrowed. All traces of his boyish grin faded beneath a blackened scowl. Growling, he set the tray aside and tossed the blankets back as he surged to his feet. A few seconds later, he reemerged from their walk-in closet wearing dark jeans and a soft grey sweater. Taylor could still remember the first time she’d seen that closet and how she’d been blown away and a bit embarrassed that most of her apartment could’ve fit inside the vast space. She turned her attention to the present and grappled with a wave of disappointment. Interruptions were all too common anymore. 
 
   “Do you want me to get the door so you can at least eat your food while it’s hot?” she asked.
 
   “No, baby. I’m sorry about this. Go ahead and carry breakfast down. I’ll be right with you.”
 
   Taylor waited until he’d left the room before releasing a frustrated sigh. Shaking her head, she stood and grabbed the serving tray. Making a mental note to make the bed later, she crept down the gently winding staircase. A cold gust of air swept past her carrying in the fresh scent of winter and sunshine. Not wanting Sebastian’s food to get cold, she picked up the pace and cursed the stupidity of not using the steps that emptied into the kitchen. 
 
   As usual, curiosity had gotten the better of her. 
 
   She froze at the bottom of the steps, stunned by the sight of the armed security guard standing in the foyer. A deep brown stare locked with hers over Sebastian’s shoulder. A brief smile eased the sternness stamping their head of security’s weathered features.
 
   “Good afternoon, Miss McAvay,” he greeted, giving a friendly nod in her direction.
 
   “Good afternoon, sir.”
 
   Her expression faltered as Sebastian whirled to confront her. She took a hasty step back upon seeing the glint of warning in his eyes. Not needing to be told, she ducked her head and hurried toward the back of the house into the kitchen. The soft rasp of his voice trailed after her.
 
   “Don’t talk to her again. You’re being paid to keep her safe, Henderson, not to socialize. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I’m glad we’ve reached an understanding. My employer would find it unsettling if I had to fire your entire team, not to mention the displeasure it would cause me. Given the other indiscretions your agency’s made, I would say termination is already a very viable option.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary, sir. I’m sorry to disturb your meal, but we found who was taking pictures for Laychee’s brother. Two men from your organization came by a few minutes ago to pick him up.”
 
   Taylor chewed the inside of her lip. What were they talking about? Her eyebrows knitted. She held her breath as an uncomfortable silence fell across the front of the house, knowing that wasn’t good.
 
   “Are you waiting for me to pat you on your back?” Sebastian asked.
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Then get out and get back to doing your job. If you would have done it right in the first place, my food wouldn’t be getting cold.”
 
   She winced as both front doors slammed shut. Swallowing, she hurried to refill Sebastian’s coffee. She was topping it off with peppermint creamer when he strode into the kitchen. His gaze darted to the tiled table in the morning room before swinging in her direction. Her heart hammered as his pale stare bore into her. Without a word, he indicated for her to sit down with a jerk of his head. Her stomach twisted into apprehensive knots as she lowered onto the suggested seat. He dropped onto the one across from her.
 
   “Look at me,” he commanded. Sebastian waited until he had her full attention before speaking again. “I don’t want you talking to those men.”
 
   “I was just returning his greeting,” she said, picking at a corner of the napkin.
 
   He raked a hand through his hair, making his disheveled curls stand even more on end. Rolling his shoulders, his attention shifted to the snow-covered sprawl beyond the windows. A low, menacing noise rumbled from his chest as he turned to her. Reaching across the table, he rested his hand on top of hers.
 
   “This isn’t about me being possessive. Last night, Josh and I confronted Todd. As careful as we’ve been, he still managed to infiltrate the security team. It was one man, but you need to understand that anyone can be bought. Getting friendly with them not only lowers their guard, but yours as well. You can’t trust anyone, baby. As innocent as you are in all of this, the easiest way to get to me is through the people I love, and you top that short list. I’m sure Josh is having this same conversation with Monique. The son-of-a-bitch had pictures of you both taken from within the security parameters. You can’t let your guard down, Taylor.” 
 
   She paled. Todd, the man whose face he’d carved up like the Joker’s on Christmas Eve. Her bottom lip trembled and her gaze darted nervously to the window, tracking their security team. 
 
   “If this guy took pictures, he was close enough he could’ve…” 
 
   Sebastian leaned across the table and cupped her cheek. “Shh, baby. You’re safe now. I’ve dealt with it, and we’ve made some changes to tighten things up. You have to trust me. I will always protect you. I will always do what needs done.”
 
   Taylor nodded against his palm, holding his gaze. “I know, Sebastian. Thank you for taking such good care of me.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me for that. I love you. I will always take care of you.”
 
   Tears threatened as she swallowed against the lump in her throat. He would. She knew that, and that was exactly why she didn’t feel as innocent as he claimed. The entire situation was her fault. Sebastian had flipped his lid when Todd had touched her. The conversation and the events that followed still haunted her. There had been so much screaming…so much blood. The sight of Todd’s face afterwards was one she would never forget, no matter how hard she tried. It was no wonder the guy was angry. Had been, her mind corrected. He wasn’t anything anymore. She shivered.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sebastian murmured. Leaning down, he studied her face, his eyes probing hers. “Talk to me.”
 
   Her entire body shuddered with the shaky breath she drew. “It’s just…I…this is all my fault.”
 
   His head cocked slightly to the side. Confusion and concern warred for control on his brow. “What’s your fault, Taylor?”
 
   “If he hadn’t touched me…” She trailed off with a mute shake of her head.
 
   “Is that what you think?” 
 
   He stood at her miserable nod. Rounding the table, Sebastian cupped her face and tilted it up to his. 
 
   “No, baby,” he whispered. “Todd knew better. He’s the one who kept pushing. He disrespected me, in my home, in front of my team. That alone should have sealed his fate, but I was feeling generous. He’s the one who chose not to fall back into line. None of this was your fault, baby. It was mine. I ignored my instincts. I showed mercy and let him live, and this is what it got me.”
 
   “That’s my fault, too,” she whispered. “You stopped that night because of me. That’s what you told me.”
 
   He sighed. Sebastian’s fingers tightened around her chin. His face hardened, and he gave a firm shake of his head. “Taylor, listen to me. I want you to stop. Don’t borrow trouble. If you need to take the blame for something around here, you will.”
 
   She leaned back and offered a wistful smile. It was the best she could manage. The last few days had been so hard, so long. She was worn-out and reeling, but as tired as she was, she knew it had to be nothing compared to the exhaustion and strain Sebastian was feeling. He worked so hard and already carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. The last thing she wanted to do was add to that burden.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I just love you so much. I hate feeling like I might have done something to add to your stress.”
 
   “You didn’t, darling,” Sebastian assured her. “When are you going to believe that you are the only thing that makes me happy?”
 
   This time, her smile was genuine. Stepping closer, he situated himself between her thighs. His strong hands gripped the sides of her legs and tugged her closer to the edge of the stool. A quiet rumble rose from his chest as he rolled his hips against hers. He lifted her with ease, and she wound her legs around his waist. Taylor whimpered as he fisted her hair, drawing her head back while he left a searing trail of kisses up the side of her neck. Her lips parted in a moan as he nipped the sensitive spot behind her ear. She rocked against the straining ridge of his zipper, loving the firmness and friction. Sebastian groaned against her throat, his grip on her sable locks tightening. Taylor fought to catch her breath and haul in her raging libido. 
 
   “What about your breakfast?” she asked, threading her fingers through his curls.
 
   “Right now, the only thing I want is you.”
 
   The husky need in his voice was sexy as hell. Grinding against the thick bulge of his erection, she tensed and tamped down a shudder as a pure jolt of pleasure threatened to send her over the edge. Sebastian’s low groan vibrated through her, and Taylor bit her lip with a keening whine.
 
   “Try and hold it, baby,” he breathed against her ear. “Wait for me.”
 
   Knowing her hold was tenuous at best, he carried her into the recessed hallway between the half bath and the door to the laundry room. Taylor trembled with the strain as her body threatened to betray her. Setting her on her feet, Sebastian jerked her leggings and the lacy, red scrap of her panties down in a fluid yank. He undid the button on his jeans, one hand tugging his low-slung briefs down as the other reached for her. Within seconds, he’d lifted her up and impaled her. Her fingers tightened on his shoulders, nails biting into his skin, at the delicious feel of his body stretching and filling her full. He eased back with a moan and drove deep.
 
   The room spun. Her bliss bordered on delirium. He ground deeper, his hips gyrating ever so slightly in a sensual roll. All sense of control gave way, and she bit back a scream as her body shattered with release. Sebastian stiffened, his breath coming in sharp pants as he stilled and reveled in her climax. A fathomless growl tore from his lips as he lost the fight. The fingers on one hand gripped her thigh with bruising force while his other locked in her hair. Still riding the tumultuous waves of ecstasy, Taylor’s cries grew louder as he pounded into her with wild abandon. Slamming into her a final time, Sebastian tensed and the house thundered with his bellow.
 
   She squirmed, writhing on his thick shaft as he emptied himself inside her. The movements drew winded gasps from him, and the passionate hold on her hair grew to one of warning. Her eyes locked with his as Sebastian gave a slow shake of his head.
 
   “Don’t move,” he panted in a breathless whisper.
 
   After a few seconds, he gently eased her down. Taylor’s cheeks burned with embarrassment as his laughter followed her awkward scramble to the bathroom. The end of his tee shirt snapped playfully across the back of her thighs and she paused, peering over her shoulder at him in question.
 
   “You’re making a mess,” he explained, the corners of his eyes crinkling with his smile.
 
    
 
   The press of cool travertine stone beneath his feet soothed his overheated body. Making his way back into the kitchen, Sebastian grabbed a bottle of water out of the refrigerator. He downed half of it and caught his breath before polishing off the rest. His temperature ebbed as both mind and body gradually came back down from their euphoric high. A brief smile flickered across his face with the thought. He never did drugs—never even experimented with them as a kid. His instincts warned he’d hate the lack of control, no matter how fleeting. But Taylor, she was a different story. She offered the most incredible thrill. He couldn’t get enough. Even now, with his body still tingling, his mind wandered to their next encounter. He wondered where it would be, what they would do…
 
   Sighing, he pitched the empty bottle into the trash. The woman had him in knots.
 
   He needed to stay busy. With that in mind, he moved to clear the table in the morning room. As delicious as breakfast had been, his appetite was lacking. Seeing those surveillance pictures of Taylor and his sister had hit him like a gut shot. It wasn’t what could have been that haunted him, though Todd had suffered long and hard for those notions as well. It was what could still be. The bastard’s brother was still out there. Still on the loose, and still doing God knew what. Steven Laychee was not a stupid man—reckless, perhaps, but not dumb. Not even average. He was a former member of the Special Forces, with solid ties to several paramilitary groups. The guy was a loose cannon, and the weapons they’d been stashing in the warehouse indicated he was about to blow…but where?
 
   Raking a hand through his hair, Sebastian shifted his attention outside. His eyes narrowed as he tracked the security team patrolling the grounds. The muscles in his jaw tightened with rigid fury. The infiltrating son-of-a-bitch had been tied to Laychee. It had been his idea, his call. Todd swore no one else had seen any of the pictures. He and his brother were supposed to do an exchange this afternoon. Another brutal round of torture and a heavy dose of sodium pentothal had assured them he spoke the truth, but the dark shadows of doubt remained. Steven might have requested some of his own, just as an extra precaution. He would have. When staking out a target, one could never be too thorough.
 
   Sebastian sloughed a hand over his face and squeezed his mouth in thought. Pictures or not, Laychee knew his vulnerable points—as few as they were. Taylor, Monique, Mia…
 
   He shook his head, trying to dispel the rise of panic. Josh would protect his sister, and it wasn’t just loyalty motivating his partner. Loyalties could break at any time. Love was different, and though Josh had never come out and said it to his face, Sebastian had no doubt that man loved Monique with everything he had. That love was why he asked Josh to look after her in the first place.
 
   Focus.
 
   He tried, but he couldn’t. His thoughts were a jumbled mess. Sebastian grunted. At the moment, his life was a mess. There was a crazed lunatic out there with a hunger for blood. If having his brother’s face carved up like a jack-o-lantern was enough to spark a fire under Laychee’s ass, finding out he was dead was going to light the fuse. Things were going to get bad, and to make matters worse, he now had the added stress of not being able to trust the security team he’d put in place. 
 
   He slammed his fist on the table with a heated curse. The plates on the serving tray rattled with the force.
 
   “Seb?”
 
   He whirled at the sound of Taylor’s voice. The soft, sultry sound jerked him from his maddened haze. Worry lined her beautiful face, and those amazing grey eyes darkened with a hint of fear. His chest ached. Forcing a smile to his lips, he opened his arms to her.
 
   “Everything’s okay, baby,” he murmured, burying his face in her hair when she stepped into his embrace. 
 
   The comforting scent of warm vanilla and cashmere washed over him. He sighed with pleasure as the aroma engulfed him and Taylor rubbed her hands up and down his lower back. The tense hammer of his heart slowed. He needed her—needed this. Drawing strength and serenity from the moment, he pushed thoughts of work aside. His attention refocused on Taylor. Backing up to one of the stools, he sat down and pulled her into his lap. He twined his fingers through hers and kissed each one before lifting his eyes to hers.
 
   “You’ve been cooped up inside this house for days. I have a little bit of time off. What do you say to us slipping away for a bit and enjoying the afternoon?”
 
   A gorgeous grin lit her face. “Really?”
 
   Sebastian brushed the warm silk of her neck with his lips. She always smelled like heaven. “You’re such a cheeky little minx,” he whispered in her ear. He couldn’t help but love the way she squirmed. “I never say anything I don’t mean.”
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   The quaint little store held the rich smell of old parchment and used books. It was the kind of place she could lose herself in for hours. Every shelf held the promise of hidden treasures, and she trailed her fingers lovingly over the spines. They’d stumbled upon it by chance while roaming the downtown streets. At first, Sebastian had been skeptical, and suggested a larger retail chain where the selection was bigger and the books weren’t used, but he’d caved under her pleading and the excited clutch of her hands. It was hard to say if his interest was genuine or not, but he quietly perused the shelf beside her. If nothing else, the small shop offered a welcome reprieve from the biting wind and cold.
 
   Taylor frowned as she glanced outside. The snow had started to pick up by the time she’d loaded the dishwasher and gotten dressed, but now it was coming down in driving sheets. Ever watchful, Sebastian tracked her stare and followed it out the front windows. Turning his attention back to her, he lifted one end of her fluffy knit scarf. His sage eyes sparkled as he gave the plush fabric a twirl and batted her chin with the soft material.
 
   “Stop worrying about the weather and pick out some books,” he said, leaning over to rest his forehead against hers. “I’m not you, darling. I can drive in the snow.”
 
   She colored at his playful wink. “I can drive in it,” she stated defensively. “Just not well.”
 
   His soft chuckle carried through the small space, drawing the attention of a nearby browser and the shopkeeper alike. “That is a bit of an understatement, sweetheart,” he murmured, kissing the tip of her nose.
 
   She grinned as he gave the back of her neck an affectionate squeeze before letting go.
 
   “I hear we’re supposed to get another five inches before the night is through.”
 
   Taylor turned to regard the middle-aged man who’d edged up beside them. His dark hair was swept over in a side part, and his face was rough and reddened with windburn and sun. Pale circles ringed his eyes. Taking note of his colorful parka, she pegged him as a skier. She offered up a polite smile, hoping it made up for the way Sebastian’s eyes narrowed as he studied the man.
 
   “Is that so?” he asked.
 
   “Yep, I heard it on the news this morning. I guess it’s one of the benefits of living in Flagstaff. Or a drawback depending on which way you want to look at it.”
 
   Sebastian gave a curt nod. “Yes, I suppose so.”
 
   Wrapping his fingers around hers, he led her further down the aisle. The man followed behind.
 
   “So where are you two from? You just vacationing or are you here to stay?”
 
   Taylor winced as the grip on her fingers tightened. Peering over her shoulder, she wondered if the man was dense or just didn’t care that someone had tried to put a polite end to the discussion. She listened as a quiet sigh of resignation parted the silence.
 
   “What difference does that make?” Sebastian asked softly. He turned to confront the man with a curious tilt of his head.
 
   Uncertainty flickered across the stranger’s weathered features. “It doesn’t make any difference, I suppose. I was just trying to make conversation.”
 
   “Conversation, right,” he stated in a quiet drawl. Sebastian gestured to their surroundings with a sweep of his gloved hand. “Do you always follow strangers around and ask where they live? Or has something about us just piqued your interest to the point where you can’t resist?”
 
   Paling, the man stepped back. He muttered a brief apology and hurried for the door. Taylor sighed as the overhead bell chimed, swinging back and forth with his departure, and the shopkeeper cast a questioning glance in their direction.
 
   “You didn’t have to be so mean,” she whispered.
 
   Sebastian’s forehead knitted, and he blinked with confusion. “I wasn’t mean, darling.”
 
   “You just scared the hell out of that poor guy!”
 
   “All I did was ask a question, Taylor,” he said, brushing away a lock of hair beneath her hat.
 
   She shook her head at his purported innocence. “You have no idea just how intense and intimidating you can be?”
 
   “Sometimes,” he admitted. She squirmed as he leaned over with a dimpled grin and nuzzled the side of her cheek. “But this wasn’t one of them. I’m actually in a wonderful mood, thanks to you.”
 
    She warmed, blushing as she felt the weight of the shopkeeper’s curious stare settle over them. As private as he was, in public or not, Sebastian never hesitated to show his affection. That was one of the many things she loved the most about him. It wasn’t groping or lewd, just quiet and subtle. For the most part. Her color deepened as she remembered the night on the observation deck at the hotel. There hadn’t been anyone around, but she’d been too scared, too afraid, to just enjoy the moment and let go. Sebastian had been far from pleased. She could still remember the embarrassment —still feel the cool night air on her thighs and the pain of being so deeply impaled.
 
   She flushed recalling the lecture that followed: “The next time I try to express my affection I don’t expect to be denied. Is that clear?”
 
   It was funny how one word, one thought, could lead to another.
 
   Taylor glanced up at the sweep of fingers across her cheek. Sebastian studied her face. His eyes were gentle but searching.
 
   “Are you all right, darling?”
 
   Nodding, she turned her head and kissed the cool, crisp leather covering his hand. “I guess I just got swept away inside my own head,” she admitted with a shy smile.
 
    
 
   Taylor shivered, stomping the snow from her furry Kola boots as they ducked inside the vintage diner. Thick flakes dusted their hats and coats. Outside, both sun and the downtown sector had vanished behind a thick wall of dense grey and swirling white. Still shivering, she watched Sebastian rub his hands together and blow between them in an attempt to ward off the chill. He looked so adorable between the flush of excitement and the boyish shield of his hat. Sensing her attention, he glanced down and offered a dimpled smile above the soft charcoal wrap of his scarf. She leaned against him as he wound an arm around her waist and steered her toward an empty booth. The place was surprisingly vacant. Only a handful of other patrons sat scattered throughout the small establishment, most of them enjoying hot drinks at the counter.
 
   Sitting down across from him, she tucked her purse beside her and pulled the rich aroma of coffee into her lungs. She glanced up at their waitress as the striking brunette brought them a pair of mugs and menus. The girl returned her grin and blushed as Sebastian nodded in her direction.
 
   “She thinks you’re cute,” Taylor whispered after the waitress had poured their coffee and promised to check back to get their orders soon.
 
   His body jerked in a silent show of humor as he browsed the menu. “She doesn’t know me. I’m scary, remember?”
 
   Flopping against the back of the booth, her laughter rang unchecked. The sound brought his gaze back up to hers and she reveled at the delighted sparkle shimmering in those pale depths. 
 
   “You have your moments,” she confessed. “But you can also be the sweetest, most adorable man on the face of the planet.”
 
   A light pink flush settled across the tops of his cheeks as Sebastian fought to suppress a smile. “Only in your eyes, darling. Decide what you want to eat.”
 
   She arched a brow and leaned forward to brace her elbows on the worn Formica table. “Did you just blush?”
 
   His shoulders shook with a quiet chortle that he tried to mask. “Read the menu, Taylor.”
 
   Snickering beneath her breath, she glanced over the choices of burgers, sandwiches, soups, and salads. The standard small establishment spread made her think briefly of the diner at the truck stop and Irene. She wondered if they’d be packed on a day like today with truckers riding out the storm, or if it would be a ghost town. It was hard to say. Nibbling her bottom lip, she decided on a smoked turkey club. Sebastian looked a bit more undecided, if not downright worried. Covering her mouth, she tried to shield her amusement.
 
   “It will be fine,” she whispered. “I promise. It’s just like Cervillo’s, only a little bit cheaper.”
 
   He looked up and grinned at the memory of their first date. “I’d almost forgotten about that place.”
 
   Taylor gaped at him and rolled her eyes in mock exasperation. “Come on, now. The food wasn’t that god-awful that you had to try and erase it from your memory.”
 
   His head fell back with a genuine bark of laughter. “If you say so.”
 
   She crumpled up a Sweet-N-Low packet and tossed it at him. “You are such a food snob!”
 
   He laughed even harder. His grin faded as the waitress approached to take their orders. When she disappeared back into the kitchen, his eyes locked with Taylor’s. Leaning across the table, he motioned for her to do the same.
 
   “Come here,” he ordered, his voice husky and low.
 
   Tamping down a shiver of apprehension, she questioned the wisdom of chucking a sugar packet and met him halfway. His stoic expression made her heart hammer. Her breath caught as he wrapped a hand around the back of her head. She almost sagged with relief when his face broke into a boyish grin. He dropped a quick kiss on her lips and settled back into his seat with a wink.
 
   “Behave yourself, baby.”
 
   Taylor’s cheeks warmed with the soft admonishment. She lowered her lashes in a demure sweep and ducked behind the menu to hide her smile. “Yes, Sebastian. I love you.”
 
   “Mm. I love you too, sweetheart. More than anything.”
 
   They ate a light lunch and passed another half hour just sipping coffee and talking. She couldn’t remember ever feeling happier or more content. Her stomach and heart were both full. Best of all, Sebastian seemed so relaxed and at ease. Sometimes, it was amazing what just a few hours away from the stress of work could do for his mood. His phone hadn’t even gone off once since he’d been home. Not so much as a single text had interrupted their time together. Trailing her forefinger around the rim of her mug, she wondered if he’d shut it off. Could he do that? Somehow, she doubted it. Sighing, she pushed the thoughts aside and glanced up to find him staring. A pensive expression played on his face. Despite the sorrowful undercurrent of his expression, his lips curled were curled with a ghost of a smile. At a loss to make heads or tails of the situation, Taylor flashed him a curious look. 
 
   “What?”
 
   He shook his head. “I was just thinking and enjoying the moment.”
 
   “What’re you thinking about?”
 
   “How much I’ve enjoyed being with you,” he admitted quietly. “How wonderful the past five months have been. I don’t know how I ever managed to survive without you.”
 
   “You seemed to be doing okay,” she teased, trying to keep the mood light.
 
   Sebastian nodded. “Yes, but it wasn’t this. It was nothing like this. My entire world consisted of work. Now it consists of you. Everything else is just secondary.”
 
   “Is that a bad thing?” Her face tightened with worry. She bit her lip when he remained focused on the table, refusing to look her way.
 
   “No, darling. I would never change a thing about you.” He shook his head again, as if searching for the right thing to say. Tracing a burn ring emblazoned into the speckled pattern on the tabletop, he sighed. “Sometimes, I can’t help but wonder what my life would have been like if I’d stayed with the FBI. What I would have been like.” His shoulders lifted in a depreciating shrug as he twisted the mug between his fingers. “But that was never their intention, and I might not have met you. So, in the end, this is what was meant to be. I don’t regret anything about our life together, Taylor. Not for one minute. Coming across you in the woods that day was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
 
   Reaching across the table, Taylor caressed the top of his hand. “Yeah,” she agreed softly. “Me, too. Even if Josh did shove a shotgun against my face.”
 
   Sebastian gave a humorless snort. “And to think he is considered the nicer of us two.” His dark golden brows twisted with thought for a moment, then lowered. “Where does that put me?”
 
   She frowned, wincing at his self-inflicted barb. “Seb…please don’t. You’re a good man.”
 
   “Don’t patronize me, Taylor. I know what I am.” 
 
   Shifting in the booth, he motioned the waitress over and pulled out his wallet. She watched as he dropped a twenty and a ten on the plastic tray and told the girl to keep the change. Taylor shook her head. He just didn’t get it. He didn’t see the things she did. She’d busted her hump in a place like this, and there were days she would have killed to get a fourteen-dollar tip on a sixteen-dollar bill. The gratitude on the waitress’s face said much the same. Thanking him profusely, the girl hurried behind the counter.
 
   “That was so generous of you,” she said once they were alone again. “That’s probably more money than she’ll see after waiting on five tables.”
 
   His face flushed with his uncomfortable shrug. “I have it to spare. Are you ready to get out of here?”
 
   “Not yet. Just listen to me for a second, please?”
 
   Frowning, he nodded and met her stare across the table.
 
   “You saved my life that day, Sebastian. Since then, you’ve given me everything that I could’ve ever possibly dreamed of and more. You love me with a fierceness, passion, and honesty that I’ve never known. Yes, you can be scary at times, and what you do for a living terrifies me, but I love you. The man I know is sweet, and generous, and strong, but he also has this boyish grin and these amazing moments of vulnerability that make my heart ache. He’s not a monster. Don’t let anyone make you believe otherwise.”
 
   He blew out a shaky breath. His entire face softened for a moment. Blinking, his mouth flattened into a grim press and he gave a slow shake of his head. His eyes locked with hers, and his lips curved with a gentle smile as he reached across the table to cup her cheek. 
 
   “You’re going to have to keep reminding me of that,” he murmured, stroking her cheekbone with his thumb. “Those things you see aren’t what they want or expect me to be, baby. You know that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Regardless, I’m a lucky man. A lucky man whose butt is starting to go numb from these plastic seats. Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Giggling at his comment and brief bid of humor, she turned to grab her purse from beside the window and froze. Grey locked with jaded hazel and her breath caught. Time hung suspended as she stared at the familiar face peering back at her. Hurt and displeasure stamped her uncle’s grizzled features. He looked like he’d aged an entire decade since she’d last seen him. Unable to move, unable to speak, she forced a strained swallow.
 
   “Taylor?” Sebastian asked softly.
 
   Her gaze darted in his direction just in time to see him frown and scan the outside with narrowed eyes. His attention swung back to her, his face questioning.
 
   “What is it, baby? What did you see?”
 
   She shook her head, her mouth opening and closing soundlessly around the words. Peeking back outside, she saw no sign of her uncle. He was gone. Her brow furrowed with confusion. Had she imagined him? Biting the inside of her cheeks, her expression tightened. If so, why now? She tucked her hair behind her ears. Her scalp felt hot and sweaty beneath her hat.
 
   “I don’t know,” she finally managed. “I thought I saw something, but there’s no one there.”
 
    Sebastian studied her for a moment. “You’re shaking.”
 
   “I just want to go home,” she whispered. “Please.”
 
   He finished pulling on his gloves and stood, holding out a hand to help her out of the booth. She closed her eyes as he pulled her close and enveloped her in a hug. His lips pressed against the top of her head. The warm strength of his body made her feel safe and protected. She rubbed her cheek against the soft wool of his coat before tilting her head back to peer up at him. Sebastian curled his fingers around her chin with a smile.
 
   “Better?” he asked.
 
   “Much.”
 
   His grin deepened and, tucking her under his arm, he led her outside. Icy wind assaulted her the second they stepped onto the sidewalk. It coiled through her lungs, robbing her of her breath. Thick, heavy snowflakes battered and blinded her. Choking down a cough, she shivered against the winter assail. Sebastian hugged her tighter against his side as he steered her toward the car.
 
   “Wait!” a gruff voice shouted behind them, breaking the silence. 
 
   Her heart skidded to a painful halt and leapt into her throat. Knowing what was coming, Taylor dropped her chin to her chest, her body sagging with a rueful slump. She could hear her uncle’s heavy footfalls as he jogged down the sidewalk after them. Thick, gnarled fingers brushed the back of her coat, fueling her panic. Twisting, she lurched in front of Sebastian, almost tripping him. He stumbled with a curse. Uncle Roy’s gravelly voice drowned out the rest of his words, but his annoyance was clear.
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you, girl? I know good goddamn well you hear me!” her uncle snapped, reaching for her.
 
   She flinched away. Raw fury stamped Sebastian’s face as he spun.
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked coldly. Recognition flashed in his eyes before they narrowed into reproachful slits. The muscles along his jaw corded and whitened as he regarded the man in front of him. “Get away from her.”
 
   “What do you mean get away from her? That’s my niece. Who the hell are you?”
 
   Sebastian shook his head. “Who I am is not important, Roy. I’m not going to ask you again.”
 
   Her uncle’s eyes darted to hers. Confusion and anger warred for control on his weather-beaten features. His jaw jutted in a show of stubborn pride. “Taylor?”
 
   Giving a sad shake of her head, she looked away. Her heart wrenched with guilt and fear. Fear for herself, fear for her uncle, and guilt about the way she was treating him, despite what he had done. Biting her tongue, she fought the rising sting of tears.
 
   “Taylor, please. Let me explain things…”
 
   She glanced up as Sebastian shifted, taking another step toward her bewildered uncle. The old man was drunk again. She could smell the sour whiskey rolling off his breath from where she stood. Somehow, the thought filled her with an even greater sorrow. He wasn’t a bad man, just sick. Sick and desperate. 
 
   “Roy,” Sebastian scolded with a soft tsk. “You aren’t listening. Do yourself a favor. Think about what’s best for your situation and walk away.”
 
   Her uncle sniffed with disdain. His face balled up into a grimace as he sucked in a sharp hock of phlegm and spat at Sebastian’s feet. Horrified, Taylor watched while her lover tensed and regarded her uncle with a questioning tilt of his head. She was glad she couldn’t see his expression. It was bad enough feeling the raw fury that rolled off him. Pressing against him, she tentatively stroked the back of his arm. 
 
   “Sebastian, please,” she whispered. His lean form trembled with rage beneath her touch. “Let’s just go.”
 
   “You must be the Fed my niece shacked herself up with,” her uncle scoffed. “Let me tell you something, G-man. You don’t get to tell me what’s best for me and my situation. Your fancy clothes and alphabet titles don’t impress me, and this is none of your business. This is a family concern.”
 
   Sebastian’s shoulders shook in a dry acknowledgement. “I don’t care what impresses you, Roy,” he stated softly. “Taylor is my family now, and I assure you that makes her my business as well as my concern. You lost any claim you had on her.”
 
   “Claim? She ain’t a piece of property!”
 
   “No,” Sebastian agreed, prowling forward. “But she is a scapegoat for you and your son to lie to and use as you see fit?” He shook his head. “No, Roy. Not anymore. Those days are done.”
 
   “Taylor? Is that what you think? You know that’s not true! Money was tight. You know that, little girl. I only made that moonshine to help put clothes on your back and food in your mouth. I did what I had to do to take care of you! The least you can do is help your cousin and me out of this mess. I took you in when no one else would. I gave you a home when no one else wanted you.”
 
   Tears froze on her cheeks. Shaking, she clamped her eyes shut and smothered a miserable sob. It was so hard not to talk to him. She ached to make things right, to tell him it was okay and she forgave him, but Sebastian’s warning of what would happen if she did still rang loud and clear in her mind. He’d been so furious when her cousin had been busted driving her truck and the BATF had hauled her in. She had no desire to relive that anger again—and family or not, Sebastian was the one she had to go home with. Her head snapped up at the sound of his livid growl.
 
   “Don’t you dare blame this on her,” he rasped, seizing her uncle and wrenching him up by the front of his coat. 
 
   Taylor shook. Bereft of even the comfort of Sebastian’s back to press to she was afraid her knees would crumble. Her uncle’s ruddy face purpled under the pressure of Sebastian’s hold. His watery stare darted to her. 
 
   “Don’t even look at her,” Sebastian warned through clenched teeth. “You are done. Taylor only sees the good in people. As ludicrous as it is, she feels sorry for you—even after everything you put her through. She’s damn lucky I was there to intervene or she’d be looking at doing hard time. Do you even care about that at all?” he pressed, his grip tightening.
 
   All her uncle managed was a feeble nod. 
 
   “You’re lying,” Sebastian whispered. “I can see it in your eyes. She was just a means to an end with you. She would have gladly taken the fall for you both. Where would you be then, Roy? Setting up your moonshining still somewhere else and bitching about the inconvenience? Shrugging her off as just another business expense?”
 
   “I didn’t mean…I never wanted her to get hurt,” Roy choked, sputtering for breath.
 
   Sebastian’s knuckles whitened as he twisted her uncle’s coat until his face flushed a dangerous hue. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. Taylor may be nothing to you, but she is everything to me. If you ever try to contact her or come near her again, I won’t settle for seeing you locked up. I will give you and that degenerate offspring of yours an experience that will make you beg for death. Think about it carefully, and don’t test my patience again.”
 
   Her uncle stumbled backwards on a shove. Taylor clamped a hand over her mouth as the once proud man landed in an awkward sprawl amongst concrete and snow. A low sob broke in the base of her throat. Her tear-filled eyes darted to Sebastian’s as he approached. Without a word, he pulled her against his side and steered her away. It took everything she had not to glance over her shoulder. One way or another, she knew she’d probably just seen her uncle for the last time. Yet, somehow, as final as the moment was, goodbye had never felt so incomplete.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian flexed his fingers around the steering wheel as he eased the Benz to a stop. The red glow of the stoplight bathed the inside of the car, illuminating Taylor’s tearstained face. He rolled his neck and winced when the bones gave a stiff pop. The movie hadn’t been too bad despite being a low-grade romantic flick. He’d expected silence then, but dinner had been tense and quiet as well. Taylor had spent more time pushing her food around her plate than she had eating, and the only time he’d heard her speak at all was when she gave one of her automated answers. Now, the silence in the car was smothering. 
 
   His grip on the wheel tightened in time with his jaw. 
 
   “Stop sulking.”
 
   Her head snapped up. “I’m not.” 
 
   Her voice had that defensive edge he hated. His eyes narrowed just as the light turned green.
 
   “You are, and I’m not going to spend the rest of the night dealing with your mood. We had a good day, Taylor. Stop letting that man screw it up.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to. I just feel bad.”
 
   “You have nothing to feel bad about, baby,” he said, trying to smooth things over before he lost his temper. “Your uncle made his decisions. Those choices put him where he’s at, not you.”
 
   “I know, but…” She sighed and shook her head.
 
   “But what, Taylor? Those people lied to you and they used you. I told you your relationship with them was over months ago. Maybe now you can see why. Your uncle couldn’t even trouble himself enough to come begging for your help sober. Did he even bother to ask how you were doing or apologize for what he did?”
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   His chest ached as her chin trembled in a miserable quiver, but he refused to back down. She was too close to the situation to see the truth. She had to understand. Setting his shoulders, he turned the car onto the sweeping uphill street that wound to his estate.
 
   “No, Taylor,” he agreed softly. “He tried to blame you for his actions. He’s nothing but a drunken train wreck who doesn’t give a damn about you or your best interest. I know how much losing family hurts, sweetheart. I’ve been there remember? I got through it and so will you. People like that don’t deserve you, let alone your time. You have me and Monique now, and I promise I will always be there for you.”
 
   “You always are, Sebastian.”
 
   He reached over and brushed her cheek. Some of her sorrow had eased as he pulled to a stop outside the wrought iron gates surrounding their home. He gave her a wink before rolling down the window. A blustering rush of snow and frigid air swept through the Benz as he tugged off his glove and pressed his finger against the scanner. Making a show of shivering, he drew a quiet giggle from Taylor. The sound made him smile. He liked making her happy. That’s what today had been all about. He’d been doing a fairly good job at it, too, until her booze-ridden uncle had shown up. He sincerely hoped this drunk wasn’t going to prove to be another case of misguided mercy like Todd. Sebastian shook his head. What the hell was it with people and their liquor anyway?
 
   The thoughts forced his mind back to trouble and the issues at home. His gaze remained locked on the mirror as he eased up the drive, watching until the gates swung shut and latched behind them. A quick glance around accounted for some of the security team, but not all. The others were likely patrolling the flanks and rear stretch of the premises. His face tightened with a brief scowl. He’d needed them in place to give him some peace of mind when he was away. Knowing Taylor was safe was his main priority. For a moment, he’d had that reassurance, but now…now the trust was gone, and that was a serious concern.
 
   After parking the car, he led Taylor into the house. The darkened laundry room off the garage offered a welcome blast of heat and the familiar scent of home. He never had been able to peg the smell. It was an odd blend of wood, leather, carpet, and clean. Taking her hand, he tugged her through the short hall into the kitchen. He cut between the island and the counters without any trouble, knowing every inch of the layout by heart. The only time that had ever posed a problem was when his niece or nephew stayed the night. A faint smile threatened at the memory, even if it did involve the pain of stepping on a toy or two.
 
   He’d loved Christian so much. His heart twisted with guilt. The words “your fault” bubbled to his mind before he quickly tamped them down. He couldn’t do that to himself anymore. It was time to let go. Hell, he hadn’t even seen Mia since Christmas. In some ways, it was easier to believe that was for the best. Brushing the past aside, he focused on the present.
 
   He stopped at the bottom of the stairs off the kitchen and hauled Taylor against his chest. She squealed, squirming as he trapped her in his arms and chomped at the side of her neck with a playful growl.
 
   “Go get ready for bed. I’ll be right up,” he murmured, tracing the shell of her ear with his lips.
 
   He couldn’t help but smile as his little minx grinned up at him. Desire illuminated those beautiful grey eyes, flooding them with promise. Peeling her away from him, he sent her upstairs with a firm swat that hurried her along. Walking back into the garage, he carried in the books she’d selected. At least it would give her something to do until the situation with Laychee was corrected. That was a problem that needed rectified, and soon. Stayed cooped up inside the house had to be driving her crazy. 
 
   Blowing out a deep breath, he shrugged out of his coat and scarf. Tucking his gloves into the pocket, he hung the items up in the closet and snagged a bottle of water. After taking a long drink, he pulled his cell phone out and dialed the head of security. Henderson’s deep voice answered on the other end.
 
   “We’re back. Were there any problems while we were gone?”
 
   “I saw you pull in. Welcome home, sir. There’s nothing to report. All is quiet as usual.”
 
   He bit back a sarcastic remark. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he sighed and nodded into the darkness. “Thank you.”
 
   “Have a good evening, sir.”
 
   Sebastian ended the call without responding. He checked the clock. It was just after nine. Josh and Monique would be heading to bed soon, if they weren’t there already. The thought made him grimace. That was definitely a mental image he could do without. Rather than drag things out and interrupt his partner’s time off with a call, he shot off a quick text.
 
   Dominic and Vince picked up our houseguest this morning. How’s my sister?
 
   His phone chimed a few seconds later. 
 
   I hope the bastard enjoys the hospitality. Good, Baas. Everything’s good. You?
 
   I’m turning in for the evening. Goodnight.
 
   After double-checking the locks and the alarm, he prowled up the stairs. Anticipation and the onset of desire were starting to flame his system. He pushed open the doors to the master suite and shut them quietly behind him. Taylor was already in bed with the covers modestly pulled up to her chin. He regarded her with a soft tsk of disapproval.
 
   “Silly girl,” he whispered.
 
   She’d turned on the fireplace that served as a quarter divider between the bedroom and sitting quarters. Warmth and an inviting golden glow engulfed the room and spilled across their four-poster bed. He stripped down quickly and crawled toward her, tugging the blankets down in his wake. Sebastian sucked in a sharp breath upon seeing the delicate scraps of lace encasing her curves. He rocked back on his heels to get a better view, a small smile of understanding curving his lips. This is why she’d been hiding. He wasn’t a fan of clothing in bed. All it did was get in the way, but there was no denying how much he appreciated this surprise. Reaching up he trailed a finger over the black garter hugging her thigh. A low groan rumbled in his throat as he ran his hands over toned muscles and silky flesh. Inching up her legs, his eyes locked with hers.
 
   Taylor fisted the sheets with a pleading whimper as he rubbed his thumb against the lacy scrap between her thighs and his breath fell across her skin. Her hips jerked when he ground the rough material over her dampening slit. Capturing the frilly garter between his teeth, he slowly tugged it down while watching her face. Cheeks flushed a rosy shade of pink and nibbling the delectable swell of her bottom lip, she was an astounding sight. He ached to rip every last inch of clothing away, sink his fists into that gleaming sable hair, and drive himself deep. His body trembled and he fought to rein it in and go slow. If she wanted to play, he would play.
 
   Crawling back up her, he released the garter from his teeth and dropped it beside her head before easing down to capture her lips. He kissed her deeply, loving the way the grip of her fingers told him when her head swam. Dipping his fingers between her legs, he rubbed the wet lace. He inched lower and ran his tongue over the tent of her nipple until it turned into a stiff peak. Taylor gasped, her body arching with an imploring bow as he licked the pebble through the rough material.
 
   “Seb—Sebastian, please…”
 
   His low chuckle vibrated against her chest, making her shiver and moan. “Oh no, darling. You wanted to make me work. Now I’m going to make you beg.”
 
   He alternated between kneading her breasts and twisting her nipples until her breath came in labored rasps. Leaving a trail of kisses between them, he worked his way down the taut drum of her belly. Her hips lifted pleadingly. Breathing the scent of her in, he traced a slow path along the curve of her hipbone with his tongue. Taylor’s fingers twined through his hair, silently urging him on. Hooking a finger through them, he roughly tugged her lace panties aside and sealed his mouth over her glistening sex.
 
   The room rang with her cries of pleasure as he flicked his tongue across her and speared deep. She tugged his curls harder, drawing a low growl from his throat. The vibrations hummed through her and Taylor’s hips snapped up with her hoarse cry. Feeling her tremble, he eased back, loving the sweet look of torment on her face.
 
   “Sebby, please…”
 
   He couldn’t help but smile. She twitched with a helpless moan as he blew on her clit. He waited a few more seconds before torturing her with a light kiss. Her body twisted, seeking to increase the pressure.
 
   “Please,” she whimpered. “Please, please…”
 
   He shook with silent amusement. “Mmm. It’s so sexy when you beg,” he murmured against her. “Makes me so damn hot.”
 
   “Goddammit, Sebastian!”
 
   He threw his head back with a loud laugh. Still smiling, he kissed the inside of her thighs. “Such foul language,” he chided softly. “Is that how you repay me?”
 
   “Now you’re just being cruel.”
 
   “Cruel? No, baby. I can be cruel though if that’s what you’d prefer. Would you like me to punish you for your little slip up, or maybe for pulling my hair?”
 
   “No, Sebastian. Please. I’ll be good.”
 
   The demure plea sent a sharp stab of desire straight through his groin. He groaned and rocked off her. The sound of rending fabric filled the room as he tore the thin lace in two. Taylor’s eyes flared. Firelight reflected in their silvery depths. Snaring her slender hips, he jerked them toward his and drove deep. Her strangled cry echoed in his ears. Gritting his teeth against the exquisite feel, he pounded into her in a fevered bid for relief. Taylor arched and writhed, her hands clawing at the comforter. Somehow, he managed to rein himself back in.
 
   Time crawled by as his slow, deep thrusts rocked her body, making those delicious breasts sway. The sight of them drove him wild. She was so hot, so tight…his mind spun and a dizzying bliss grabbed hold. He kept at it for what felt like hours. Every time her body quivered, he would pull back until exhaustion kicked in and he couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
   Feeling the snug grip of her tunnel grow painfully tight, he picked up the pace. The breathless cries bouncing through the room built into a wavering scream. His name carried on her lips and the world exploded. Darkness threatened as he slammed to the hilt and came with a triumphant roar. Taylor squirmed, whimpering in his grasp.
 
   He wasn’t sure how or when he’d ended up on his back, but the gentle glide of her fingers across his sweat-slicked chest slowly pulled him back down. His heart still pounded a furious rhythm. Closing his eyes, he savored the moment and the delighted aftershocks still wracking his body. Drawing her against his side, he kissed the top of her head.
 
   “I love you, baby,” Sebastian whispered hoarsely. He was sure she responded, but by then the numb allure of sleep had already started to close in and draw the curtains on the day.
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   The coppery tang of blood hung in the air. It mingled with the sour stench of sweat and a heavy undercurrent of fear. Sebastian prowled the dimly lit room, his gloved hands clasped behind his back. The guard struggled against the thick ropes and zip ties binding him to his chair. Blood and snot ran down his battered face, and he shook with another pleading round of sobs. His terrified stare flickered between Sebastian and the solid steel door in a frantic search for reprieve. Leaning against the cement wall behind him, Josh folded his arms and rolled his eyes in bored dismissal.
 
   “We’ve heard it all before, buddy,” he stated dryly. “I gotta be honest with you, man. I’m a little tired of listening to the same old song and dance.”
 
   “Please,” the guard choked. His voice crackled and strained with his efforts to speak. “You don’t understand. I have a family.”
 
   Sebastian spun on his heel and coiled over the man with an abruptness that made him flinch. Instantaneous horror flooded the captive’s hazel eyes. He pressed deeper into his seat in a vain effort to escape. Pain carved across his swollen face as Sebastian snared his cheeks and dug his fingers in until the fleshy folds ground against bone.
 
   “That was a very bad mistake, Andy,” he warned in a silken whisper. “Do you really want to bring up family around me after you were caught taking pictures of mine?”
 
   A vicious blow from the back of his fist sent both man and chair capsizing sideways against the floor. Gritting his teeth, Sebastian sent him skidding another foot away with a well-placed kick to the ribs. Andy wailed in between the rattling whoops seizing his body as he fought to suck in a breath of air. Crouching over him, Sebastian seized a thick handful of hair and wrenched the russet locks until the man’s neck bent with a savage bow. 
 
   “You brought this situation on yourself. Nobody threatens my family, least of all some low-life scum like you. You violated my home, my trust, and the people I love. I hope they treated you well over the last three days, because I promise we haven’t even gotten started.” He shook his head and leaned over the man. “You took pictures of my sister and the woman I love inside our home, and you were doing it all for Laychee, isn’t that right?”
 
   “I al-already told the other pe-people everything I kn-know,” he gasped.
 
   “I want to hear it for myself. Tell me, Andy, what is it that he was going to do with these pictures once he had them?”
 
   “I don’t know. Oh God, please…”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” Sebastian whispered, stroking his head with mock affection. “And nothing is going to save you now. Not even God. Not from me.”
 
   He stood and walked away, giving himself a chance to cool and his words a chance to sink into the man’s tattered psyche. Josh blew out a slow exhale, and their eyes met across the room. One nod to his partner was all it took. Levering off the wall, Josh jerked their prisoner up and righted his chair. Sobs echoed brokenly throughout the concrete room. Sebastian smirked. The man could scream at the top of his lungs for days on end and no one would hear. Marx had chosen a modified oilrig deep in the desert for this particular operation. Despite the soundproofed walls, nothing but nature stretched around them for miles. It was their own personal hidey-hole, an oasis of torture far away from the rest of the world and its prying eyes.
 
   “You might want to reconsider what you know,” Josh warned. “My partner enjoys these situations a little too much. You see that gleam in his eyes? That’s not rage, Andy. That’s anticipation. He lives for this stuff. You have no idea just how brutal he can be, and you’ve definitely pushed the wrong button.”
 
   A wavering scream pierced the air as Josh drove a curved knife through the man’s forearm and buried it deep. The chair rocked onto its hind legs, teetering precariously, as he bucked and thrashed in a fit of pain. Watching him, Sebastian felt a smile threaten.
 
   Josh accosted their prisoner with a rough pat to the cheek. “Come to think of it, you pushed mine, too.” He forced Andy’s tear-filled stare back to his partner. “See what I mean? Look at him. Does that look like a man with empathy or a conscience to you? He’s been trained, conditioned to be nothing but a coldblooded killer, Andy, and so have I. Did they tell you anything about our organization when they brought you in?”
 
   The man gave a frantic shake of his head, his gaze darting between the two men.
 
   “Maybe they wanted it to be a surprise,” Sebastian mused.
 
   “Yeah, maybe they wanted to make him guess, seeing how he likes to play games so much. Do you want to tell him, or should I?”
 
   He regarded both men for a long moment before gesturing with a sweep of his hand.
 
   Josh ruffled Andy’s hair. “Sorry about that. My partner isn’t much of a talker. He’s more action fueled, if you get my drift. It’s nothing personal.”
 
   Sebastian grunted beneath his breath. “Perhaps in your case it is, but you crossed the line, Andy. One there’s no going back from.”
 
   A brief spark of amusement flashed in his partner’s blue gaze. The sickening thud of knuckles meting flesh flooded the room. Sebastian’s lips twitched in response. Giving his neck a stiff roll, he glanced at the clock. It was the only decoration adorning the walls and the only break from the drab, stained concrete spread around them. Even the door was painted a matching shade of grey. There were no handles on the inside, only a guard stationed on the other side of the door, waiting for their coded knock.
 
   Blowing out an exasperated breath, he mentally ticked off the hours he’d spent locked in this room. Part of him just wanted to finish the guy off and get things over with, so he could go home. The larger part realized they still had information to extract and a mission to accomplish. They’d spend days here if need be. Sebastian sighed. He sincerely hoped that wasn’t the case. His focus shifted as Josh’s rough baritone flooded the room.
 
   “…SKALS. Special Kill and Leverage Squad. Pretty neat acronym, huh? We like to torture people, Andy. Physically, mentally, we make them break. Can you guess where the leverage part comes in? Do you remember that precious family you were mentioning earlier? If you don’t start talking, guess what is going to happen to them,” Josh said. A tight leer stretched across his face.
 
   Andy paled. Sebastian eased off the wall and touched his earpiece.
 
   “Get me a visual.” 
 
   A few seconds later, his phone chimed and he swiped his finger across the screen. His gaze flickered over the video feed, taking in the plain clapboard house and the little boy chasing a Labrador puppy. A slender blonde watched over the pair as she hung sheets outside on a line to dry. Tilting his head, he swung the phone around so Andy could see. He watched as the blood drained from the man’s face flushing it a ghastly white. Horror and pleading surged in the man’s eyes before dimming beneath a wave of resignation. Sebastian had seen it enough times to know it was the look of defeat. He smirked.
 
   Perhaps the man understood the value of family after all.
 
    
 
    
 
   Taylor grinned upon hearing the quiet whir of the garage door. Filled with renewed energy, she turned down the heat under the potatoes and double-checked to make sure she’d put everything away. The smell of seasoned pork wafted from the crockpot and a tangy apple crisp cooled on the counter beside it. All was good. Her heartbeat quickened with joyful excitement. It had been a long day without Sebastian’s company, and the security restrictions had made it feel even longer. She’d finished an entire book before noon, and then spent the rest of the day getting dinner started and cleaning the house. Everything from the stainless steel appliances to the hardwood floors sparkled with a glossy sheen. 
 
   She froze as Sebastian stepped into the hall. He hadn’t changed out of his work clothes. Her gaze darted to the tarnished silver skull and cross bone pin adorning his banded collar before roaming over the jet-black garments and military style boots. She hated that uniform and loved it all in the same breath. He looked so sleek and handsome, but the clothes only seemed to amplify the air of confidence and authority he carried. They turned his usually imposing presence into something menacing and lethal—something that made her heart stop and the air falter in her lungs. She swallowed and tamped down a shiver. His eyes were so cold. 
 
   He studied her, his head tilted slightly to the side, his expression unreadable. Taylor squirmed and took an involuntary step back toward the counter. “How was work?”
 
   “Good,” Sebastian said quietly. He regarded her for a moment, his piercing stare pinning her in place. “Is something wrong, Taylor?”
 
   “No,” she stammered the response, hating how it sounded far more like a question than an answer.
 
   He nodded. “How long before dinner?”
 
   “I just have to mash the potatoes. If you want, I can have them ready and on the table by the time you take a shower.” She winced at his frown.
 
   “I called you so that you could have everything done by the time I got here.” He traced an idle pattern across the top of the granite island with his fingertip.
 
   “I started boiling them as soon as you called. If you want to eat now, I’ll finish up. The table is set and everything else is ready to go.”
 
   Taylor’s heart hammered as Sebastian glanced at the counter, assessing the crockpot and then the stove, before turning his attention to her. She didn’t miss the slight tensing of his jaw. Her stomach churned. She wanted to beg him to take a shower and change. Most of the time, that helped wash the day—and these moods away. She tried to swallow past the lump of fear in her throat.
 
   “No vegetable tonight?” he asked, straightening.
 
   She sank her teeth into her lower lip, wondering when, if, the interrogation was ever going to end. If he kept at it, she was going to slip up somewhere along the way. She could feel it, and it was only making her more nervous. Wringing her hands, she tried to still their tremble. 
 
   “There’s a green bean casserole warming in the oven.”
 
   Sebastian nodded, but didn’t move. Uncertainty warred with panic until she couldn’t take it anymore. Her eyes swung up to his despite the cold glint still fueling them.
 
   “Seb, please,” she whispered.
 
   “Please what, Taylor?”
 
   “Please tell me what to do. What can I do to make it…you better?”
 
   He stared at her for a long minute. His mouth tightened with displeasure or hesitation. She couldn’t tell. Her breath came quicker and she started to feel dizzy. The quiet rasp of his voice was almost shattering.
 
   “You could’ve started by greeting me like you meant it instead of shrinking away.” She took a step forward, but he halted her with a slow shake of his head. “No, Taylor. Not now. You have ten minutes. I expect to eat when I come down. Is that clear?”
 
   Blowing out a shaky breath, she nodded. It was going to be a long night. “Yes, Sebastian.”
 
   There was no nod of acceptance, no whispers of “good girl,” or anything else to ease the tension. Just a hard look on his way past as he turned and headed for the stairs.
 
   Taylor got the last of the food to the table with seconds to spare. Setting down the serving platter of steaming pork roast, she glanced up as Sebastian strolled into the dining room. Her heart ached at the sight of him. Water had dampened his sandy curls to a dark, glistening auburn, and he looked soft enough to cuddle in a warm cotton shirt and khakis. The subtle hint of aftershave and cologne rolled off him as he circled the table to take his seat. Trying to calm her jittery nerves, she dished the food onto their plates while he poured himself a glass of Chardonnay. Their eyes met and she offered a tentative smile.
 
   “Did you have a nice shower?”
 
   He nodded. “I did. Dinner smells good.”
 
   Feeling some of the dread lift, she clung to the fragile thread of hope the compliment offered. “You smell good,” she countered with a wink.
 
   “Are we resorting to flattery now?” Sebastian lifted a tawny brow in question.
 
   “That depends. Is it working?” Biting her lip, she made no effort to mask her hopeful expression or the pleading in her eyes.
 
   One corner of his mouth lifted with a reluctant smirk. “That remains to be seen.”
 
   “I’ll try harder.”
 
   He snorted beneath his breath. “Eat, Taylor.”
 
   She kept the wine and food flowing at a steady pace. He rarely went back for more, but tonight he was working on his second plate. She frowned, wondering if he’d had the time to take a lunch. It bothered her to think of him going hungry. No wonder he’d been so touchy. Twirling a piece of meat around her fork, she glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. They needed to talk. As much as she hated to bother him, the way things were going tonight, it was pretty much now or never.
 
   “Sebastian…I need to go to the doctor.”
 
   “Why? What’s wrong?” Worry branded his face as he dropped his fork and started to reach for her hand.
 
   “I’m late getting my shot.”
 
   His brow furrowed. Jerking back as if struck, he pinned her with a bewildered stare. 
 
   “It’s no big deal,” she soothed. “It’s only been a week, but I should probably get things taken care of, just to be safe. I wouldn’t even bring it up, but you don’t want me going anywhere without you until you catch this guy.”
 
   Shoulders stiffening, he averted his attention back to his plate. “Yeah...no…it’s fine. Where do you need to go?”
 
   “I usually just hit the clinic. It’s fast and cheap.”
 
   “I’m not taking you to that place. It’s a cesspool. Call my sister tomorrow and find out where she goes. Make an appointment there. I’ll take you.”
 
   She squirmed in her seat and speared the green beans across her plate. 
 
   “What now?” he asked, irritation starting to lace his voice.
 
   “That’s the other thing. Monique called today and we were wondering—she wanted to know if Josh could drop her off in the morning so we could spend the day together. It would be nice to have some company while you’re gone. I missed you today.”
 
   Holding her breath, she watched Sebastian and waited. He seemed to be mulling her words over, weighing them. She rubbed the lacquered cherry table with the pad of her index finger as the seconds ticked by.
 
   “I don’t like you both being alone in the same place. It makes for too easy of a target.” He shook his head, scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck, and sighed. “I will look into having extra security tomorrow, if that would make you happy.”
 
   “It would, Sebastian,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   After clearing the table, she put the leftovers away and started the dishwasher. The soft rhythmic hum flooded the kitchen and helped her feel more at ease. Padding through the house, she found Sebastian in his study. She loved the masculine room with its dark wood and earthy Tuscan tones. He sat behind his desk, rocking slightly in the padded leather chair as he studied the computer screen. One finger rubbed lightly across the golden stubble above his lip, and every now and then, his eyes narrowed in thought. Taylor leaned a hip against the doorway, content to watch the wheels in his intelligent mind work.
 
   Not only was the man sexy as hell, but he was so smart it was scary. She’d seen him put facts together and process things in ways that very few people could. He was always two steps ahead and his observation skills were astounding. Nothing ever went unnoticed with him. Nothing was ever missed. In some ways, she found that fact comforting—and in others, it chilled her to the bone.
 
   “You’ve been standing there forever,” he said without looking up. “Did you need something?”
 
   “Just you,” she murmured. “Mind if I come in?”
 
   He shut the monitor off and scooted his chair back. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he fought a smile and patted his lap in invitation.
 
   “I’ll give you a choice, handsome,” Taylor offered as she strolled across the room. She didn’t miss the way his gaze followed the gentle sway of her hips. Sebastian leaned back in his seat and a leisurely grin eased his serious expression.
 
   “Will you now? And what would that be?” he asked in a husky whisper.
 
   “I can give you the best shoulder massage you’ve ever had,” she said, bending down to kiss the side of his neck. He groaned in pleasure as she started to knead the firm muscles nestled beneath his skin. “Or we can do things in this chair that will guarantee you’ll never look at your office the same way again. The choice is yours, handsome. What’s it going to be?”
 
   He threw his head back and regarded her with a raised brow. Taylor squeaked as he swiveled the seat around without warning and jerked her down into his lap. His hard, corded arms locked around her, pinning her against his chest. Nipping teeth and the short stubble of his goatee scraped against her throat, making her squirm.
 
   “It’s no choice at all, love. I’m going to get both.”
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   Sebastian turned his cheek to accept his sister’s dutiful kiss as he let Monique and Josh through the front doors. Anger and annoyance still thrummed through his system. She knew better than to back him into a corner. Still, there was no denying the benefits of allowing the girls a little playtime together. At least his sister understood the rules and the way things worked in their world. If she were smart, she would guide Taylor, rather than try to lead her astray. Frowning, he let his stare bore into his sister for a long moment, wondering what her angle was. Monique’s gaze swept his face, trepidation clear in the depths of her luminous green eyes. Forcing a small smile he didn’t feel, he stroked a thumb over her cheekbone before dismissing her with a nod of his head. Josh shrugged as she fled toward the kitchen and the safety of female companionship.
 
   “I thought she was going to wring a hole in her shirt on the way over here.” His grin faded when Sebastian didn’t return the gesture. “I’m sorry about this, Baas. Mo ambushed me with the idea when I got home, too. I told her it wasn’t a good idea and you weren’t going to be happy.”
 
   “She put me in a bad spot. Why didn’t she discuss it with you before running it by Taylor?”
 
   Josh tossed his hands in the air in show of helpless frustration. “She wasn’t thinking. The lockdown’s been making her stir-crazy. You know how women are. They get these crazy ideas and before you realize what the hell they’re doing, they run with them. Cut her a little slack, Baas. Mo’s trying. She likes Taylor and just wants a chance to hang out with her a little. It’s been rough on her with Mia gone. She’s trying to cling to whatever semblance of family she has left.”
 
   Sebastian scowled at the unpleasant reminder. “What’s going on there?”
 
   His partner rolled his shoulders, some of the light in his blue gaze dimming. “Dane’s parents caught wind of what happened to your family. You know how kids are. They latch on to bad news like a pit bull with a bone. Mia told them her cousin was dead, and after what happened to their son they’re convinced it wasn’t just some random car accident. Honestly, Baas, they’re all shades of flipped out and threatening to sue for sole custody. I told Monique it was better to let her stay with them. At least until this thing with Laychee blows over. As far as we know, Mia isn’t on his radar. It’s better that way.”
 
   Sebastian’s jaw tensed. His stomach churned at the thought of Laychee and the drama a custody battle could bring. Marx would hit the roof. He rubbed his temples and grimaced at the dull throb building behind them. The last thing he needed at this point was their director breathing down his neck and screaming at him to get his family in line. “You know the things that could come out if this situation goes to court.”
 
   “Yeah,” Josh said quietly. “I know, Baas. It won’t go to that. I promise.”
 
   Nodding, he glanced around. “Where’s Aiden?”
 
   Josh rolled his eyes. “He’s ten, Sebastian. He’s in school—remember? Jesus, have another cup of coffee, would ya?”
 
   He felt his cheeks tighten at the barb. Embarrassment threatened and his stare narrowed. Josh tried to lighten the mood by offering a lopsided grin. Shaking his head, Sebastian turned for the kitchen. He found his sister and Taylor already cozied up at the table in the morning room. Steam rose from the dual cups of frothy cappuccino Monique had brought with her, and he watched the bliss play across Taylor’s expression as she took a lengthy sip. His gaze flickered to the standard coffee pot sitting on the counter and he sighed. Maybe it was time to upgrade.
 
   Crossing the room, he stroked the back of his sister’s head. She startled at his touch, but quickly regained her composure and graced him with an affectionate smile. Her features were softer and more rounded than his and her hair much lighter, but hints of resemblance were still there. He lifted one of her loose ringlets and let it fall from his fingers. It was the same honeyed blonde their mother’s had been. His chest ached as memories of their childhood came crashing back and he stiffened.
 
   “Thank you for bringing those,” he said indicating toward the cups.
 
   Monique stared at him for a long moment, uncertainty flickering in her eyes as she tried to decipher if his words were genuine or a trick. “It was my pleasure, Sebastian. I’m sorry if I upset you.” 
 
   “I know. You meant well, even if you failed to think things through.” Moving to Taylor, he cupped her chin and claimed a lingering kiss. He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers, reluctant to leave. “Be good, sweetheart. I’ll see you later.”
 
   He tamped down a smirk as he watched Josh struggle with how to say goodbye in front of him. His partner’s gaze darted between himself and Monique as if weighing which one he wanted to risk upsetting more. Rolling his eyes, Sebastian gave a disgusted huff. 
 
   “Just kiss her and get it over with. I’m aware the two of you are already doing much worse.” 
 
   Taylor choked. Clamping a hand over her mouth, she fought to hold in the sip she’d just taken. Glancing down, he offered a conspiring wink and mouthed ‘I love you.’ Her face lit up and he smiled, knowing he’d hold onto that image for the rest of the day.
 
    
 
   They lay sprawled on the couches, soaking in the rays of early afternoon sun filtering through the windows. Warm coffee swirled through her stomach as Taylor replayed the morning’s events in her head. She glanced over at the striking blonde with more than a little curiosity. Josh’s parting words had been eerily reminiscent of something Sebastian would say, leaving her to wonder where their relationship stood: “Behave today, Monique. Don’t make me regret this.” 
 
   She chewed the corner of her thumbnail, her thoughts a whirlwind. Dealing with one of the men when they were unhappy was bad enough. She didn’t dare imagine trying to endure two. The notion alone made her fidget and squirm, and she colored as the creak of leather drew Monique’s attention.
 
   “Sorry,” she mumbled.
 
   Monique spread her palms in an admission of guilt. “Don’t apologize to me. I’m the one laying here all wrapped up in my own thoughts. Some company I make, huh?”
 
   Taylor shrugged. “I was doing the same.” She bit her lip and sat up, tucking one of the plush red throw pillows in her lap. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   Rolling onto her side, Monique propped one of her sculpted cheekbones against her hand and grinned. “Of course you can. What’s on your mind?”
 
   “What exactly are you and Josh?”
 
   Color stained the blonde’s face and flushed it a pretty pink. Her lips curved with amusement. “Truthfully, it’s hard to say. He’s my protector, my guardian, and more often than not, my lover as well. He’s been a part of my life since Dane died and Mia was eight months old.” She shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “In the beginning, his being there was Sebastian’s doing, but things are different now. There’s something else there. At least for me.”
 
   “Are you ever scared of him?”
 
   The great room chimed with Monique’s airy laughter. “Of course I am,” she said. “I’d be stupid if I wasn’t afraid of Josh on some levels, but he’s not so bad. Honestly, I find him easier and more relaxed to be around than Sebastian. Maybe that’s because he doesn’t have the same pressures, and my brother still feels like he shoulders a lot of the responsibility for me. I don’t know,” she admitted with an awkward shrug. “I just see Josh as gentler and more forgiving somehow. Then again, Sebastian’s never looked at me the way he looks at you.”
 
   Taylor couldn’t help but snicker. “I would hope not!”
 
   Monique reached back and chucked a fluffy throw pillow across the room at her. “You know what I meant! I’m being serious, goofball. You help ease a lot of his edge.”
 
   Taylor grappled with that for a moment, unsure how to respond. “It doesn’t feel like it sometimes,” she admitted quietly. “Last night, I felt like I was on trial for murder in the first degree.”
 
   “I know, sweetie. Josh came home in a mood, too. It goes with the territory. But you got through it okay, right?”
 
   Taylor nodded. A silly smile threatened as she remembered how they’d finished off their night. Her body still throbbed in a pleasant reminder. He’d been so passionate and determined in his efforts to please. Her cheeks grew hot and she lowered her head as Monique pinned her with a knowing stare. A taunting smirk accompanied the playful eye roll aimed her way. Laughing, Taylor ducked as the blonde hurled another pillow in her direction.
 
   “You are so freaking transparent!” Monique teased. “Keep your afterglow to yourself. There are just some things I don’t need to know!”
 
   Taylor grinned and stuck out her tongue. “Aww, what’s the matter? Was someone not in the mood last night?”
 
   A smug twist played on Monique’s lips. “Believe me that is never a problem with Josh.” Her delicate eyebrows wiggled in suggestion before her bright green eyes swung up to Taylor’s. “Just don’t repeat that to Sebastian.”
 
   “Yeah, like I’m going to bring that one up out of the blue,” she scoffed, still snickering. “No worries there. Your dirty little secret is safe with me.”
 
    
 
   Sighing, Sebastian looked out the window. It had been a long day. Despite calling to check in three times, he couldn’t tamp down the nagging doubt and worry. He hated the thought of the two people he loved most being alone together like sitting ducks when a vengeful madman was on the loose. Then his mind whirled wondering what Taylor and Monique were talking about, what they were doing. His head fell back against the seat. Three hours of sitting in the car was killing him. Everything was starting to tense up and ache. Three hours and there hadn’t been one single sign of Laychee or his men. Frowning, he picked up his phone again.
 
   “Jesus, Baas. Leave them be.”
 
   Growling beneath his breath, he tossed the phone on the dash and kicked the seat back a notch. His fingers drummed impatiently on his thigh. Josh cast him a sidelong stare before turning his attention out the windshield with a shake of his head. Ignoring him, Sebastian bounced his knee and scanned the perimeter outside the passenger window. Nothing stirred the horizon. Not even a breeze.
 
   “Do you have to piss or something?” Josh asked, swiveling to face him. “You’re fidgeting like a freaking kid.”
 
   “Fuck you,” he muttered, without tearing his gaze away.
 
   “Really?” Josh twisted until his back rested against the driver’s window. “Okay, now I know something is up. That’s way too simple and crude of a response from you. Hell, your heart wasn’t even in it.”
 
   “Are you trying to get my undivided attention?”
 
   “No, Baas. Believe me, nobody wants that.”
 
   “Stop talking. You’re starting to piss me off.”
 
   “I thought we were already there, but since I seem to have one toe on the line, you want to tell me what gives? You’ve been off your game all morning, and it’s been downhill ever since.”
 
   Sebastian stiffened and balled his fists against his lap. “No.”
 
   “You know I’m not going to drop it. So either hit me and get it out of your system or spit it out. We’ve been through this before.”
 
   Blowing out a deep breath, he raked a hand through his curls and fixed Josh with a cold stare. He loved the man. He did, but sometimes he took the line between work and friendship too far. The line was starting to get blurred and that’s when problems started. They were supposed to team up together, not care. This whole sharing feelings phase Josh was creeping into wasn’t just uncharted territory, it was disturbing and uncomfortable. He forced his gaze back to the window. The sad truth was, Taylor aside, there wasn’t anyone else he could talk to…about anything. His lips pursed and whitened.
 
   “Is it this Laychee thing? You know we are going to nail the son-of-a-bitch.”
 
   “No,” Sebastian stated quietly. “I know.” He hesitated a long moment before speaking again. “Do you and Monique ever talk about having more kids?”
 
   He watched Josh’s mouth fall open in the reflective glare of the window. Regaining his composure, his partner snapped his jaw shut and scrubbed a hand across the back of his nape. A nervous laugh flooded the car.
 
   “What? I mean we aren’t even technically dating, let alone married…”
 
   “You’re sleeping with her. That makes you very much together, despite what you may call it.” Peeling his attention away from the storage yard, Sebastian turned to his partner. “Don’t insult my intelligence or my sister like that again.”
 
   Josh paled and lifted his hands. “You know that isn’t what I meant. Jesus, Baas. I love her enough to die for her and you know it.”
 
   He nodded, his expression stoic. “I know. Perhaps it’s time you told her that as well. You and I both know Mia’s not coming back. Marx isn’t going to want the hassle. If she was yours it might be different, but Monique means nothing to him. She’s going to need you.”
 
   A shuddering breath left his partner as he slumped in his seat. “To be honest, I try not to think about it. I loved that little girl like she was mine, you know?” His thick swallow echoed in the car.
 
   Sebastian bit the inside of his cheek until the slick taste of copper rolled across his tongue. Focusing on the pain, he managed to keep the emotion at bay. His nephew was dead, and now he was losing his niece—because of his job—because of the things he did—because of the things he didn’t do. It was enough to make his head spin. 
 
   “Baas?” Josh’s voice was tense.
 
   Shaking his head, he silenced him. His partner cast him a worried glance, but said nothing else. It was for the best. He wasn’t about to start opening up about how much he craved having a family, kids of his own, or a normal life among the madness and chaos they lived and abided by. In fact, he was pretty sure people like him didn’t deserve things like love or happiness, let alone children. Not with all the things he’d done. What he could do was try to protect the little bit of family and sanity the people he loved had left. Squaring his shoulders, he straightened his spine and called Vince.
 
   “We’re heading out. If you want to keep your job, you watch this car and you make damn sure nothing is tailing us. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You fuck this up and so help me God Vince, I’ll kill everyone you know and leave you alive to suffer.” The tense silence on the other end told him all he needed to know. He was dead serious, and the man knew it. Hanging up, he ignored Josh’s bewildered stare. “Start driving.”
 
    
 
   The house wasn’t anything special, just another one of the well-manicured Spanish Colonials prevalent throughout the Southwest. He squinted against the lowering sun as it reflected off the tiled roof. A large privacy fence encased the property, and while it wasn’t anything like Monique’s, it looked like the yard offered plenty of room to play. Josh stared at the house too, and he could almost see the emotions play across his partner’s face as he searched for a reason, any reason, not to let Mia stay. Sighing, Sebastian took in the gated windows and doors. Maybe they were just meant for decoration, as was so often the case in this part of the country, but he appreciated the extra security they offered. 
 
   “What are we doing here, Baas?”
 
   “We aren’t doing anything. I’m going to make things right.”
 
   He heard Josh blow out a deep breath and curse as he stepped out of the car. Glancing around, Sebastian burrowed deeper into his coat and strode across the street. The recessed alcove offered a little privacy as he rang the bell and waited. Ears straining, he listened to the thunder of tiny footsteps and movement on the other side. He closed his eyes as the excited shrill of his niece’s voice exploded behind the door. The sound cut deeper than he’d imagined.
 
   “Unco Sebby!”
 
   A quiet murmur followed. Biting his cheeks, he braced himself, hoping whoever it was had sent the child away. He didn’t think he could handle seeing her and going through with what he had planned. A few seconds later, the wine colored door cracked open and he was confronted by a hostile glare.
 
   “Get off of my property,” Dane’s mother snapped. “Leave us alone. You’ve done enough.”
 
   He grabbed the door and stopped it with his shoe before she could slam it shut. Giving a slow shake of his head, he regarded the woman with open contempt. 
 
   “Don’t ever try to shut a door in my face again,” he warned in a quiet rasp. “Like it or not, you are going to listen to what I have to say, and you are going to consider my offer very carefully.”
 
   “Why would I do that? Your organization killed my son! He was my only child! You came to my house. We treated you like family, Sebastian. You sat on my couch and promised me you wouldn’t let anything happen to him. Where is he now? What good were those promises? He’s dead!”
 
   Flattening his lips in a brief bid of anger, he stiffened. “Your son made his own choices. Those decisions cost him his life, not me. I’m not splitting hairs with you, Mrs. Dupree and I am in no mood to argue. You would be wise to shut your mouth and listen before I change my mind.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   Sebastian chuckled softly and his grip on the door tightened until his knuckles grew white. Dropping his chin to his chest, he gave a slow shake of his head. “No, Mrs. Dupree. I’m afraid that was a promise.”
 
   When he glanced up, the jowly folds of her face had blanched to a sickly pale. It made the bright red lipstick bleeding into the wrinkled creases above her lips even more noticeable. Her double chin quivered as his eyes narrowed and she snapped her mouth shut.
 
   “Regardless of what you think of me or my job, Monique is a damn good mother. She is innocent in all of this and that little girl loves her. I love them both and only want what’s best. I will let you play your game and keep this situation out of the courts, but you are going to give my sister visitation. That means holidays and every other weekend. You do that, and I give you my word—I will stay away. Refuse me, and you and your husband will see your son again much sooner than you think.”
 
   Ida’s watery eyes bulged.
 
   “This isn’t a request,” Sebastian warned. “It’s an offer, and the only one you are going to get.”
 
   “What about that man she’s been seeing? I don’t want SKALS or its filth anywhere around my grandbaby. You tell him to walk away, too.”
 
   He gave a curt shake of his head, his eyes narrowing into thin slits. “No, Ida. That isn’t going to happen. He’s been raising her like his own. I trusted Josh to keep them both alive, and so should you. Last chance. I’m afraid this is all or nothing for you.”
 
   His hand moved to the pistol strapped to his hip and the woman’s ample body shuddered. She wrapped her floral housecoat tighter. He grimaced as she folded her arms and her sagging bosom deflated under their meaty bulk. Refusing to meet his stare, Dane’s mother offered a grim nod.
 
   The muscles in his cheek twitched as he regarded her. “I will tell Monique. You would do well to keep your word,” he warned. “Don’t make me come looking for you.”
 
   With that, he shut the door and walked away.
 
    
 
   Taylor’s head snapped up from her hand of cards as the front door swung open. Her eyes locked with Monique’s across the mosaic-tiled table. The beautiful blonde’s face was a mirror reflection of her own confusion. Laying her hand down, she glanced at the microwave clock with a worried twist of her brow. It wasn’t even three yet. Short days weren’t uncommon, but Sebastian usually called. She frowned at the thought. He’d been calling all day. Drying her sweaty hands on the rump of her jeans, she walked into the foyer to greet him.
 
   He’d set down a plastic bag and was already shrugging out of his coat by the time she got there. Lifting his head, he gave her a wink. Her heart fluttered and she couldn’t contain her bright smile.
 
   “You’re home early,” she said, leaning up to kiss his cheek. Heat flooded her as he palmed the back of her head instead and greeted her with a kiss that was both bruising and hungry. When he released her, she hung onto his arm for a minute and bit her bottom lip. “We didn’t have a chance to start dinner yet.”
 
   “It’s okay, baby. We’ll order in.” He swatted her ass, making her jump when she tried to peel back one side of the plastic bag. “Get out of there and stop being so nosey you little imp.”
 
   Taylor colored as Josh’s laughter rolled through the foyer. She watched him step around Sebastian to engulf Monique in a warm hug. She observed the two, feeling a bit like a voyeur as he kissed her friend tenderly, the affection between them suddenly more than a little obvious.
 
   “I gotta go pick up the boy from school, gorgeous. Do you want to come with me or hang back with your brother?”
 
   Monique glanced Sebastian’s way. Getting a mute nod of dismissal, she then laced her arm through Josh’s with a promise to return soon. Shaking her head, Taylor watched the two of them leave before turning her attention back to her lover and his mysterious bag. His lips quirked as he scooped up the package off the floor and made his way into the kitchen, his steps marked with a confident swagger. She was halfway tempted to smack his ass for the teasing, but she was pretty sure what that gesture would earn her in return. Instead, she contented herself with following behind and trying to peer around him.
 
   “You’re asking for it, darling,” he warned, though his voice held the lilting notes of play.
 
   “I know!” she said, laughing. “And you still won’t let me see!”
 
   Tucking the bag behind him, he leaned against the black counters and lifted a brow. “What makes you think it’s something for you? Am I spoiling you, Taylor?” he asked, drawing her closer. “Am I creating a monster?”
 
   She shivered with delight as his mouth brushed against the side of her throat. Squirming, she wriggled against his chest as his powerful arms locked around her. There was no mistaking the effect their play had on him and her cheeks flushed as he ground his growing erection against her. 
 
   “Maybe,” she admitted, writhing and still trying to elude the scrape of his stubble. “How was your day?”
 
   His smile faded a little as he straightened to peer down at her. “It was okay. As good as it could be, considering.”
 
   “Considering?” she asked. Unable to help herself, she cupped his face and trailed her fingers over the sculpted ridges of his cheeks. “You have such beautiful bone structure,” she breathed.
 
   Sebastian flushed and tugged her hands away. “Stop that.” He kissed each palm before placing them against his chest. “And yes, considering the countless hours I spent locked inside a car with Josh being bored out of my mind with no escape, the day wasn’t too bad.”
 
   “Is that why you called so often?” she teased.
 
   “No, baby. That was because I missed you and wanted to make sure you were safe.” He traced the pouty swell of her lips with his thumb as his pale eyes locked with hers. “Believe it or not, Taylor, you are all I have. There’s no way I’m letting you go without one hell of a fight.”
 
   Her heart wrenched at the sincerity and undercurrent of sorrow in his voice. Leaning up tiptoe, she stole a gentle kiss. The subtle taste of spearmint made her mouth water. Everything about him was delicious. Holding his stare, she traced the hard ridges of his body beneath his shirt. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, Sebastian. You’re hopelessly stuck with me.”
 
   “Good. I wouldn’t want it any other way, baby.” He gestured behind him with a nod of his head. “Go ahead and see what you got.”
 
   She waggled her brows and flashed him a devious smile as he stepped aside and folded his arms, watching as she peeled the plastic back. Taylor sucked in a sharp breath upon seeing the upscale cappuccino maker. The image of the stainless steel appliance on the package alone was gorgeous enough to admire. Pulling the box out of the bag, she shook her head and retrieved a handful of frosted candles that had been nestled around it. Lifting one to her nose, she inhaled the rich scent of cashmere.
 
   “I saw how happy that drink made you this morning. This is a Saeco. They’re supposed to be good machines. It makes espresso, too.” He donned a boyish grin and rested his forehead against hers. “Which will come in handy after those late night marathons when neither one of us can seem to wake up in the morning. The candles just reminded me of you…your smell. I walked past them and couldn’t resist.”
 
   Taylor fell even more in love with him in that moment. 
 
   “So now the whole house is going to smell like me?” she asked, giving him a pointed look.
 
   Sebastian’s sage eyes sparkled with desire and good humor. “God, I hope so.” He reached out, covering her hands as she started to open the cappuccino maker. “Not now, sweetheart. We’ll open it up and figure out how to use it together after Josh and Monique leave.”
 
   “But wouldn’t espresso make a good nightcap after dinner? Coffee is supposed to help digest your food, you know.”
 
   “So does wine, darling, and I wasn’t planning on anyone staying long enough for nightcaps. I want some time alone tonight, just me and you.”
 
   “You get that every night,” she countered with a saucy grin.
 
   “Mm. I know. I need more.”
 
   Taylor blushed as he pulled her close and lifted her with ease. She wrapped her legs around his waist in invitation as he covered her mouth with his. Brushing the box aside, he made room for her on the counter and set her on the ledge. He surged against her, kneading her breasts as he kissed her. The warm sweep of his tongue dueled with hers until the rest of the world spun and faded away. Sinking her fingers into his shoulders, she marveled at the rush of desire, how easily her body played into his touch. A low groan rumbled through his throat as she rocked against the forceful drive of his hips, and the cold press of granite grew hot beneath her.
 
   They both froze at the sound of the front doors swinging open. Sebastian tore away with a tortured moan and hurried to ease her to her feet. Apologizing, he adjusted himself with a sheepish grin. Rapid footsteps thundered through the foyer, pounding against the hardwood floors. She waited, watching as Aiden burst into the room, his bright blue eyes round and shimmering with excitement. He crashed into Sebastian, the force enough to bowl the grown man backwards as he enveloped him in a tight hug.
 
   “Hey ya, Uncle Seb!”
 
   “Hey, buddy! Long time no see. How are you doing?”
 
   Her heart ached with the memories of Christian and the past, but there was no denying the happiness on Sebastian’s face as he gave the boy’s hair an affectionate ruffle. Still, watching them together reminded her of old times. Better times when the two kids had played and swarmed around him for attention together. 
 
   “I’m great! I got an A on my science test today. Oh hey, Taylor!” he said, waving.
 
   She smiled and waved back, not wanting to interrupt their exchange.
 
   “Way to go, little man. I’m so proud of you,” Sebastian praised, offering up his knuckles for a light fist bump.
 
   “My dad says he’s gonna give me twenty bucks.”
 
   “Did he now? I’ll tell you what,” Sebastian said, leaning down until their faces were on the same level. “Bring those grades through to your next report card, and I’ll double your money. Forty bucks an A.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “Really.”
 
   “Awesome!”
 
   “Way to motivate my kid, Baas,” Josh said, laughing as he rounded into the kitchen with Monique at his side. “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into. That boy’s gifted. He’ll suck your wallet clean.”
 
   Sebastian shrugged. “It’s well worth it to ensure he has a good future.”
 
   Empathy and understanding flickered across Josh’s face, easing the hard planes and sharp angles of his features. “You don’t have to do that, you know. You don’t have anything to make up for, Baas. Not to him. Not to anyone. Aiden’s fine. Kids are resilient.”
 
   “I’m aware of that,” Sebastian stated quietly. “I’m doing it because I want to.”
 
   Taylor watched him track the little boy’s movements as Aiden wandered into the recessed morning room. He clambered up on the barista chair and emptied his book bag on the table to start his homework. A quiet sigh emanated from Sebastian and he swung his focus to his sister. Deep lines crept across his forehead as he clamped his eyes shut. A gambit of emotions played across his handsome face, the changes so rapid they were dizzying. Pain flickered to doubt and anger before determination took over, and he set his shoulders. Her brow furrowed with confusion.
 
   He rested a hip against the island. His jaw jutted with the harsh purse of his lips as he trailed a finger over the granite countertop. “Monique, I need a moment alone with you in my study.”
 
   His sister paled, her wide green eyes darting to Josh. He wrapped his arm around the blonde and murmured something into her ear before pressing a kiss against her temple. Whatever he said eased some of her worry and she nodded. Taylor frowned. The weight of the world seemed to fall over Sebastian as he turned to lead the way. Swallowing, she looked to his partner, hoping for reassurance or answers.
 
   Josh shrugged. “Family stuff,” he muttered. “You might want to do everyone a favor though and pour a round of drinks, kid.”
 
    
 
   Sebastian shut the door behind him and plowed his hands through his hair. His sister lingered hesitantly in the corner. Her slender hands twisted nervously in front of her in a gesture that reminded him of Taylor whenever she was scared. Blowing out a deep breath, he hung his head and rubbed at the tension creeping into the back of his neck. There was no easy way to do this. Despite doing everything he could, in some small way, he still felt like he was letting his sister down. It was a bitter pill to swallow after he’d spent his entire life trying to protect her from everything from their ill-tempered father to the perils of his job. One of those he’d succeeded quite well at, the other not so much.
 
   He sat, draping a thigh over the corner of his mahogany desk. With a sweep of his arm, he gestured to the leather office chair. “Please,” he said, “have a seat.”
 
   Her teeth sank into the swell of her lower lip. Monique’s eyes flew up to his, pleading, as she eased into the chair. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask Josh about coming over first. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “Shh, Monique. No. This has nothing to do with that. I told you I forgive you.” Letting his head fall back, he studied the rich crown molding spanning the ceiling and sighed. “Dane’s parents aren’t letting this go. If you fight them, they will take the issue to court and use whatever ammunition they have to win custody of Mia. If they talk about us, about Josh, about Dane and what he used to do—about SKALS, the outcome will be very bad for a lot of people. Very bad. You know this.”
 
   She clamped her eyes shut and covered her mouth, her head shaking in a slow entreaty. Tears rolled over the high slopes of her cheeks. “Please don’t…Sebastian. Oh, God, please don’t say it.”
 
   “You know this is for the best. If this goes any further and Marx catches wind of a custody battle, we are all in for a world of hurt. Protecting our division comes first. You know that. You knew it before you got involved with Dane. I didn’t want this life for you, Monique. I tried to keep you out of it as best as I could, but you made your decisions, and here we are.”
 
   “But that’s my baby,” she cried. “I can’t just let her go. Please. I can’t. Do something, Sebastian, please.”
 
   Her head thrashed faster, and when she buried her face in her hands, his heart shattered. Reaching out, he stroked his sister’s hair. “I have, and I promise I did everything I could. You will still see her.”
 
   Her head snapped up and her eyes locked with his. “When?”
 
   “The Duprees have graciously agreed to allow visitation on holidays and every other weekend. However, you and Josh will have to spend the holidays somewhere else together, not here.”
 
   Monique reached for him. Tears slid down her cheeks as she curled her fingers around his. “What? Why?”
 
   He shrugged and stood, pulling away. Clasping his hands behind his back, he prowled the length of his study. “That was the agreement we came to. They would let you have your daughter, and I would stay away from her.”
 
   “Why would you do that? That’s not gracious, Sebastian. It’s cruel. We’re a family. We always spend holidays together. Always, and you’re all I have left.” Her chin trembled, and her face fell beneath a wave of pain.
 
   “No, Monique. You have Josh and Aiden now, too. This is what is best—safest for you and your daughter.”
 
   Her shoulders jerked with a sorrowful sob. “What about you?”
 
   He shook his head. “This isn’t about me. You and I will still see each other. Do what’s right for your little girl.” Raking a hand through his hair, he cast a sidelong glance, hating the defeated slump of her body. “I’m sorry it’s not more. Given the situation, this was the best I could do.”
 
   “Marx doesn’t know you talked to them.” Her whisper was a statement, not a question.
 
   Sebastian pinned her with a look of soft reproach. “Let’s be realistic, Monique. He knows. It just wasn’t done with his approval.”
 
   Fear illuminated her bright green eyes. Wetting her lips, she dashed the tears off her face and stood. She reached for him, but he stepped out of range, his head tilting slightly in warning. His sister faltered and wrung her hands again.
 
   “He’s not going to like this. He’s not going to like you going behind his back, Sebastian. He’ll hurt you.”
 
   He shrugged and adjusted the lush fern spilling across the mantle. “Perhaps, but he may see the wisdom in it as well. It doesn’t matter. I take care of my family. Not him.”
 
   Monique dried her cheeks. Smoothing her hands over her shirt, she regarded him with a baffling mixture of love and pity. Not caring much for the second, his eyes narrowed. Sniffling, she lowered her gaze. Sebastian stepped around her and opened the door, showing his sister out. She faltered in the doorway, her fingers curling around his forearm in a gentle squeeze. Closing his eyes, he allowed her that much. Despite his efforts to distance himself, she was still his family. Sometimes, a small bit of comfort and reassurance was needed. Not just for her sake, but for his. 
 
   “Thank you, Sebastian…for everything. You’ve always gone out of your way for me. I know this wasn’t easy,” she whispered. Leaning up, she kissed his cheek. “You’re a wonderful brother.”
 
   Frowning, he patted her head and nudged his way past. He wished more than anything he could believe those words were true.
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   Taylor tugged the blue silk wrap of her robe tighter. Glancing over the railing into the open sprawl of the great room, she smiled. Sebastian was stretched out on one of the leather couches looking relaxed in a pair of light grey sweats and nothing else. She licked her lips, watching the light from the fireplace play across his abs. He had such an incredible body—sleek, powerful, and well defined. She could admire him for hours and, sometimes, when she couldn’t sleep, she did. The sweet, subtle smell of the candles he’d bought wafted through the house and added to the soft golden glow spilling through the room. Two glasses of deep red wine sat on the coffee table, and he idly traced a fragile stem with his finger as he waited.
 
   “Are you going to stand up there all night?” he asked without turning.
 
   Blinking, Taylor wondered how he did that. He always seemed to sense whenever she was around, no matter how still or quiet she was. It was as if he had special senses. Sebby senses. The thought made her giggle.
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted coyly. “I have the most amazing view.”
 
   Sebastian’s shoulders shook with a quiet laugh. Swinging his legs over the edge of the couch, he sat up and turned to regard her in one fluid sweep. “Come down here and enjoy it in person.”
 
    She bounded down the steps off the kitchen and dropped onto the couch beside him. Sebastian shook his head and dragged her onto his lap, turning her so she straddled him. His lips sought hers, and Taylor moaned, running her fingers through the thick curls at his nape.
 
   “Mm,” he protested, pulling back. “Baby, not yet. I want to talk to you for a minute and we need to get the new coffee maker figured out before morning.”
 
   She bit her lip and peered up at him from beneath the thick sweep of her lashes. “Am I in trouble?”
 
   Sebastian shook his head, his expression tender and sincere. “No, sweetheart, not at all.” He tried to smile as he took her hands in his and held them both against his chest. “You know that I love you, right?”
 
   Taylor nodded. Her forehead tightened, knitting with worry. She searched his eyes, but he kept his emotions shielded. The lean muscles beneath her were tensing, and he seemed troubled, worried. Holding her breath, she waited. He tugged one hand free and plowed it through his curls. Patting the outside of her thigh, Sebastian urged her off him.
 
   “I can’t do this now. Let’s just figure the coffee out and head to bed.”
 
   Her mouth fell open in a brief bid of confusion and hurt. Taylor stared at him as he pushed off the couch and headed for the kitchen leaving her to wonder what she’d done wrong. He switched on the recessed lights under the cabinets and leaned a hip against the counter, waiting. Lowering her head, she joined him and grabbed the box. Sebastian stepped in and helped her tug the heavy appliance free when the Styrofoam packing proved to be a tight fit. They looked it over for a few minutes, using the instructions as reference. It seemed a bit complicated to her, but he assured her she’d get the hang of it in no time. Stepping over to the butler’s pantry, he told her to open it up while he grabbed the coffee.
 
   Taylor opened the top compartment and gasped. Sitting in the basket was the most beautiful ring she’d ever seen. Three rounded diamonds glinted back at her from a shimmering platinum band. Her eyes darted to Sebastian as he popped his head around the corner of the door. For one agonizing moment, she was certain there’d been some kind of mistake until she was the sparkle in his green eyes as he stared back at her. Forcing a hard swallow, she lifted the ring with trembling fingers.
 
   She cried out when she dropped it. Irish grace be damned. Sebastian’s laughter flooded through the kitchen, washing over her as her cheeks flamed and she fought against the burn of tears. Shaking his head, he retrieved it off the floor.
 
   “Careful, darling,” he said softly. “Give me some hope here. Tell me that wasn’t an indication of what your answer is going to be.”
 
   Covering her mouth, she tried to hold the tears at bay. Sebastian approached. Giving a soft smile, he brushed the damp trails from her cheeks and threaded his fingers through her hair as he kissed the top of her head. His swallow echoed between them and he drew a deep breath.
 
   “I know I’m not an easy man to love. I can be heartless and cruel, and my life is a virtual hurricane, but you are everything to me. You are my anchor, Taylor. My heart, my haven—my home. None of this means anything without you. Life means nothing without you.”
 
   She bit back a sob as he held her hands and sank onto his knees.
 
   “Shh, darling, it’s all right. Stop crying and look at me….please. I swear to you, I will always love you and protect you with everything I have. You’re my entire world. I could never imagine living without you. I want to start building the rest of my life around you. You make me want to do better, Taylor. You make me want to be a better person, and not many people inspire that in me.” His dimples deepened as he peered up at her with beseeching eyes. “Marry me, baby. Please?”
 
   “Who could say no to that?” she choked.
 
   “Hopefully, not you.”
 
   Laughing through her tears, she nodded. “Yes, Sebastian. Yes.”
 
   He nodded, a bright smile lighting his features. “Yeah?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Joy lit his face, highlighting his dimples. Lowering his head, he slid the ring on her finger and surged to his feet. Taylor clung to him as his hands roamed over her face and he kissed her so deeply her head spun. 
 
   “You have no idea how happy you just made me,” he murmured, still smiling against her lips.
 
   “You could try to show me,” she suggested.
 
   She shivered at the low, sinister groan vibrating through his chest.
 
   “Oh, darling, believe me when I say I will. I’m going to blow the candles out. Get upstairs and wait for me. I expect you on our bed with nothing but that ring on.” His eyes locked with hers and a slow grin spread across his face as he leaned over to whisper in her ear: “Just this once…run.”
 
   The husky rasp of his voice combined with his orders ignited a fuse in her core. Desire swept through her body. Eager to resume their play, Taylor bounded up the steps leaving a trail of discarded clothing in her wake. She barely hit the hall before Sebastian’s footfalls thundered behind her. His speed was startling, and she felt her heartbeat hitch in anticipation. Squealing, she tried to get the doors to the master suite open before he caught her. Strong arms locked around her waist, and she laughed at the silky garments dangling from his fingers. His erection felt like unyielding steel as he ground against her, kissing the side of her neck with a slow shake of his head. His deep groan lit her insides on fire.
 
   “I gave you a head start,” he mused in a low murmur. “And you still couldn’t beat me through the door. That doesn’t bode well for you, does it?”
 
   She shivered, squirming in his grasp. His breath fell hot against her neck, and Taylor moaned in the base of her throat as his stubble scraped against her sensitive skin. Her back arched, bowing against his chest as Sebastian slid his hands upwards to knead her breasts. A low rumble of appreciation rolled through him as he pinched her nipples and twisted them between his fingers. Panting with a combination of pain and desire, Taylor ground against him.
 
   “Such a good girl,” he breathed. “My good girl.”
 
   He slid one hand between her thighs. The air left her in a pleading whimper as his fingers rubbed her damp slit. She almost came right there. Her nails scraped against the bedroom door when he thrust a digit deep inside her. The world spun, and the space around them swirled in a delicious array of colors.
 
   “Go for it, baby,” Sebastian whispered. “I’ll bring you there again. I promise.”
 
   His knuckle grazed her clit and the universe shattered. Bucking against the drive of his fingers, Taylor bit back a scream. Her legs threatened to fold with the force of her pleasure. Holding her up, Sebastian continued to ply her body as she writhed helplessly in his grasp. She pressed her face against the cool wooden door, moaning as he eked every bit of bliss from her boneless form. Without a word, he scooped her up, opened the doors, and carried her to the bed. Dazed, she watched him through the shadows as he stripped out of his sweats and pounced on the end of the mattress. His lean body swayed, desire blazing in his eyes as he prowled up the bed after her.
 
   His lips claimed hers in a feather light kiss. Moaning, she strained against him, her arms winding around his neck in a desperate attempt to deepen the contact. The pressure of his mouth grew hungry, demanding, as he splayed on top of her. She was beyond ready. Her body ached, and her cheeks flamed as she felt evidence of her arousal pool beneath her on the comforter. Groaning, Sebastian hooked her knees over his shoulders. She jerked helplessly as he dragged the hot spear of his tongue over her sex. Fisting the thick blankets, she tried to ignore the painful throb of desire, but the quiet noises of enjoyment he made drove her to the brink of madness. 
 
   “Seb…I need you now. Please.”
 
   Reluctance stamped his handsome face as he rocked back onto his heels. He gripped her hips and tugged them toward his. His eyes locked with hers. Taylor cried out as he impaled her slowly, his gaze never leaving her face. The fingers spanning her hipbones tightened and she held her breath as he stilled with a tremble. Sebastian pulled back and eased into her again. Longing and need etched his handsome features while he drove into her and watched her body sway with each hard, slow thrust. His efforts proved tireless. A fine sheen covered them both, slicking the hard swell of his chest and the rippled valleys of his abdomen as he slowly staked his claim. Urgency strained the husky notes of his voice as he whispered words of forever and coaxed her over the edge. Taylor cried out, sobbing, as the world imploded and a powerful surge of pleasure wrested her sanity away. Feeling her body lock and spasm around his, Sebastian picked up the pace and threw his head back with a breathless roar. 
 
   A few seconds later, he collapsed beside her. Drawing her against his side, he stroked her face, gently bringing her back down. Taylor blinked, trying to find her way back home. She felt weightless, as if she were floating along aimlessly through some warm, grey haze. Beads of sweat still shimmered along his brow as he peered over at her. His expression was pensive as he slowly twisted the ring on her finger.
 
   “Tell me what this means,” he whispered.
 
   Craning her head, Taylor studied the sculpted angles of his face. “It means I’m going to be your wife someday.”
 
   “What else?”
 
   Her forehead knitted. She was too tired to think and unsure what sort of answers he was looking for. He kissed the top of her head and rubbed a gentle circle over her back as the heat from their lovemaking started to wear off and goose bumps threatened.
 
   “It’s not just a pretty trinket, Taylor,” he said softly. “It’s a promise that you will always be mine and you’ll always be with me. You belong to me completely, just as I am and will always be yours. It’s a symbol of love and faithfulness between us—a promise we made for our future.”
 
   She sighed contentedly and snuggled closer. “I’m already yours.”
 
   “I know, baby. But now it’s official.” His eyes sparkled as he smiled and lifted her hand to his lips to kiss her ring finger. “My beautiful fiancée.”
 
   She shielded her blush by pressing her face against his chest. “I love the way that sounds.”
 
   “Me too,” he said. Brushing the damp hair off her face, he stifled a yawn and winked. “But not nearly as much as I love you.” He yawned again and tugged her head closer to kiss her rapidly drying brow. “As much as I hate to, we need to get some sleep, darling. I have to work in the morning and you have a future to plan.”
 
    
 
   Even the dimly lit corridors couldn’t dampen his spirits. Ignoring the false cheer of the florescent lights overhead, Sebastian clung to the memories of the night before and the promise of a future with the woman he loved. For once, all was right in the world. At least in his and that was truly all that mattered. Pushing open the doors to the waiting room that led to Marx’s office, he was hard pressed to contain his smile. His grin deepened upon seeing his partner. Crossing the room, he enveloped Josh in a brotherly hug. He clung to the other man, his eyes drifting shut briefly as a strange mix of emotions washed over him. Things like happiness and contentment were so rare anymore they felt foreign. He realized this more than ever as Josh stiffened in his grip.
 
   Sebastian released him with a pat to the shoulder. Still smiling, he crossed the room and lifted the decanter of whiskey Marx kept stashed on a table to pour a drink. Confusion haunted his partner’s blue gaze. Keeping one tumbler for himself, Sebastian handed over the other.
 
   “To new beginnings,” he said, lifting the glass in a salute.
 
   “Ah.” Josh downed his drink. His face contorted in a brief grimace when the whiskey hit. Swiping his mouth with the back of one hand, he set his glass down. “She must have said yes.”
 
   “She did.” Sebastian’s celebratory mood faltered as he eyed the heavy door leading into Marx’s office. “Maybe we should toss back another. Seeing as we are the only two people here, I’m guessing this is about my visit to the Duprees and not an update on Laychee.”
 
   His partner nodded, his expression turning grim. Tension lined the broad angles of his face.
 
   “Listen to me,” Sebastian stated quietly. His gaze dropped to the floor as he perched on the edge of the table. “Whatever happens in there, you let me take the fall. It was my idea—my doing.”
 
   “Baas, no. You did that for me and Monique.”
 
   “And I don’t regret it. I take care of my family, Josh. This was my arrangement. I will deal with the consequences.” His eyes flickered to his partner’s, and for a moment blue clashed with green. Standing, Sebastian walked over to the decorative globe adorning the corner and gave the antique sphere a spin. “Don’t go against me on this. If I don’t make it out today, check in on Taylor and tell her I will be home soon.”
 
   Scrubbing his palms over his dark hair, Josh nodded and hung his head. “I will, Baas. I swear.”
 
   They both turned as the door swung open behind them and a hulking shadow fell across the room. Marx stood in the doorway, his dark ebony eyes glittering beneath the lights. Giving the wide berth of his shoulders a roll, he gestured them into his office with a sweep of his brawny arm. Sebastian watched the buttons strain on the big man’s dress shirt and wondered if one of them would pop free. The thought amused him and he smirked as he pushed past their director. Josh sighed and followed close behind.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Marx greeted. The deep boom of his voice rolled through the smaller room like a peal of thunder. He indicated toward the metal chairs stationed in front of his desk.
 
   Easing into one, Sebastian glanced up as Marx’s padded seat creaked beneath his girth. His chin lifted when he met their director’s stare. The eyes boring into him were as dark and unyielding as coal, and every bit as ruthless as a shark’s. Sensing both challenge and confrontation, he fought a smirk. It was the little things that helped keep life interesting. 
 
   Marx scratched the back of his neck. His generous lips pursed with displeasure as he shifted his attention to Josh and back to Sebastian.
 
   “Are we having a misunderstanding about the chain of command, boys?”
 
   Sebastian shook his head. “A misunderstanding? No.”
 
   Marx grunted and leaned back in his chair. His bratwurst-sized fingers tented beneath his strong, square chin. “I see. So you understood you weren’t authorized to run off on some vigilante mission. You just didn’t care.”
 
   “I cared,” Sebastian, stated slowly. “It just wasn’t enough to stop me.”
 
   Josh groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose beside him. Marx quirked a bushy brow. His light chocolate skin shone with a combination of aftershave lotion and sweat. The crispness of expensive cologne lingered in the air between them. After several moments, Marx gave a slow nod of his head. The corners of his mouth twitched.
 
   “You do enjoy pushing the boundaries with me, don’t you, Sebastian?”
 
   Shrugging, he fought to keep the smile that threatened at bay. “There are days.”
 
   All traces of humor fled Marx’s wide face. “You’re sadly mistaken if you think today is one of them. Now, you spit out an explanation for your actions or you can kiss the outside world goodbye for a very, very long time.”
 
   “Don’t do that, sir. Baas was only acting to protect his partner and his family.”
 
   “Shut up, Josh,” Sebastian warned, fixating him with a murderous glare. His jaw corded before he swung his attention to their director. “Regardless of the chain of command, I was acting in the best interest of the organization and the men who serve it. That is my job both as a team leader and an employee.”
 
   “That’s a far cry from your partner’s assessment,” Marx said, his gaze shifting between the two men. “I’m intrigued. Go on.”
 
   “The Duprees were threatening to sue for custody of Mia. Rather than risk the situation escalating and going to court, I worked out a beneficial arrangement between them and my sister. It’s not your problem, Marx, nor is it any of your concern. I handled the situation and it’s taken care of.”
 
   Marx leaned forward, bracing his thick forearms against his desk. “Your ass belongs to SKALS. Every breath you take is my fucking concern. Your life belongs to this organization, Baas, and we can just as easily strip it all away. I suggest you fall back into line and remember where you belong. Don’t overstep your bounds again.”
 
   Sebastian’s eyes narrowed in response, but he said nothing. Josh shifted uncomfortably. From the corner of his eye, he could see the beads of sweat erupting along his partner’s brow. Biting back a hostile retort, he glowered at their director. Someday, the smug son-of-a-bitch would pay. He would see to it himself, if it was the last thing he ever did. Splaying his hands against his thighs, he studied the nondescript walls. Aside from a university degree and a small display of combat metals, nothing interrupted the sterile scheme. Marx didn’t have any family that he knew of, or even friends so to speak. His mind mulled that last observation over for a minute. Perhaps it was time for a change.
 
   “What brought this situation on?”
 
   The deep gravel of the director’s voice drew him back in and forced him to focus on the present. Shrugging, he reclined against the back of the chair. Tension rolled through Sebastian’s lean frame. His muscles knotted and quivered beneath his skin. He regretted not having that second drink. He forced his gaze to Marx’s so the other man would see the hatred flaring in their depths. 
 
   “It wasn’t my sister’s doing, if that’s what you’re implying. Half of my family just perished in an unfortunate accident, including my nephew. Given how unhappy Dane was before his demise, the Duprees only assumed the worst. I handled the situation. They won’t be a problem.”
 
   “I sincerely hope not, Baas. I would say you’re running out of options here.”
 
   His jaw tightened at the warning. Josh’s knee bounced beside him. He glared, half tempted to reach out and stop it. Marx rocked slightly in his chair, his dark eyes boring into them.
 
   “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you were acting out of the best interest of this organization and not some momentary weakness of the heart. There’s no room for that here, Sebastian. We’ve had this discussion before. I’m starting to wonder if this little living arrangement of yours is making you weak. Use the girl as an outlet for your body, not your emotions. You go soft on me and this game of house will end. Don’t ever act on your own accord again, especially during company time. Dismissed.”
 
   He levered out of his seat. The discordant screech of metal reverberated through the room as he shoved the chair toward the director’s desk. Without looking back, he strode out of the office, slamming the door behind him. He winced when he heard it swing back open and Josh’s footfalls thudded behind him as his partner jogged to catch up. Sebastian’s fists balled at his sides, pumping in time with the furious hammer of his heart. Growling, he threw open the outer doors and stormed into the corridor. Halfway down the hall, Josh caught up and fell into stride beside him.
 
   “Baas…wait up. Talk to me.”
 
   “Not now.”
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   Stopping, he spun on his heel. Josh stumbled back a step, uncertainty flashing in his blue eyes. Worry and fear branded their depths. 
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   Sebastian tensed at the hesitant whisper. He gave a disgusted sniff and cast his arms out to his sides. “You tell me.” Tilting his head, he regarded his partner. “You were there. Do I come across as weak to you? Does the rest of the team see me as soft? Am I losing my touch?”
 
   Josh gaped at him in utter disbelief. “You want the truth? Everyone I know is terrified of you. I’m your partner. I’m the man you chose to look after your family. On some levels, I consider you my best friend, and even I don’t want to piss you off. Hell, your own sister can’t even look you in the face half the time. She’s more worried about upsetting you than she is me, even though I’m the one she lives with. Does that tell you anything?”
 
   Sebastian’s shoulders heaved with the deep, measured breaths he drew. His stare narrowed and he snorted. “It tells me you need to seriously step things up at home.”
 
   “Don’t…don’t do this. You know Marx is just trying to drive a wedge between you and everything else. What the hell is that going to accomplish? Do you really want to go back to being walled between work and nothing else? You were one miserable son-of-a-bitch before Taylor came along. Don’t let this shit blow back on her, Baas. It’s not fair.”
 
   “Do you think I don’t know that?” he asked, cocking his head. “What is it that you think I’m going to do to her, Josh?”
 
   “God only knows with you,” his partner muttered beneath his breath. “Look, all I’m trying to say is you have a good thing. Don’t screw it up because Marx is crawling under your skin. So what if you love her? You still have your edge at work, and as long as she stays in line at home, that’s where it needs to be. Isn’t that what you always told me?”
 
   “That’s you, not me. It’s a completely different ballgame at my level, or did you miss that part of the conversation? As for you, wise up and lose the inner Dr. Phil before I point out exactly who is getting soft around here and turn you in. Start focusing on your career instead of my personal life. I’m your team leader, not your friend.”
 
   Josh’s lips whitened in a grim press as he offered a slow nod. Spreading his palms, he backed away. “Have it your way, then. Be fucking miserable and unhappy. Hell, throw yourself under the bus and volunteer for some more reconditioning while you’re at it. You already let them push your sister and niece away. Let them strip away everything else, too. I really don’t care. Just remember one thing. You’re smart enough to call your own shots and take the path you choose in life. Not theirs.”
 
   Sebastian stared after his partner with a mixture of confusion and rage. Taking a deep breath, he leaned against the wall and let his eyes drift shut. Maybe there was a small glimmer of truth in those statements. He wanted to believe it. His stomach churned as he replayed the conversation with Marx in his head. It was bad enough having his competence called into question, but the thought of them taking Taylor away was too much to bear. He forced a thick swallow. Balling his fists, he thudded them against the painted concrete wall behind him, his thoughts a frantic whirlwind. One thing he did know: he would kill Marx and take out the entire division before he let any of them put their hands on her. The pain and torture he’d endured over the years was one thing. He’d signed on for the job, he’d dedicated his life to working his way up the ranks, but no one was going to subject Taylor to those things—ever.
 
   His head was pounding. Every forceful beat of his heart pounded in his skull. He had to reel himself in somehow, get a grip on his emotions. Marx was right. When it all boiled down to it, he had acted out of a moment of weakness and love for his family—for his sister, his niece, and even Josh. The last thought made him grimace. His partner would have a field day if he ever caught on to that one. What else was he supposed to do? How else was he supposed to feel? He depended on the guy every single day to have his back and keep him alive…to keep his sister alive, and so far, he’d done a damn good job of both. Josh was the closest thing to a brother he was ever going to have now that Lucian was gone. Blowing out a deep breath, Sebastian cursed.
 
   There were no easy answers here. Just hard decisions. None of which he wanted to make.
 
    
 
   Taylor’s laughter rang throughout the house. Tucked into the corner of the couch and wrapped in a soft throw, she sipped her hot chocolate and listened to Irene’s latest stories about the truck stop and their colorful patrons. Listening to her friend talk, she envisioned the knotted wood walls, the dented stainless steel counters, and padded stools. She could even smell the undercurrent of grease, bacon, and coffee that had constantly permeated the diner. Sometimes, she missed it there. Not so much the long hours of work and crappy pay, but the people and the companionship the job had offered. Stretching her legs with a quiet groan, she realized she’d spent the better part of the afternoon talking with the vivacious redhead.
 
   Irene had all but deafened her with a high-pitched squeal of delight when she’d announced her engagement. It made her feel good to share the news and excitement with someone, but that hadn’t killed the sharp pang of longing she’d felt upon waking up. The one thing she’d wanted more than anything was to share the news with her mother. It had broken her heart when she’d realized she hadn’t talked to the woman in close to a year and wouldn’t even know where to start. Instead, she’d settled for the next best thing. The thought almost made her sputter. There were many adjectives someone could use to describe Irene, but maternal definitely wasn’t one of them.
 
   Her brow furrowed at the sound of the garage door. Squinting, she tried to decipher the time on the decorative clock sitting on the built in shelves next to the fireplace. A worried frown twisted her features. Sebastian was home early, and he hadn’t even called to let her know he was on his way. The laundry room door opened and shut behind her. She opened her mouth to try to tell Irene she needed to go, but there was no getting a word in edgewise once the coppertop got on a roll. Rocking forward, Taylor set her mug on the coffee table and worked to free herself from the blanket.
 
   An uneasy prickle crawled across the nape of her neck, and she turned to find Sebastian standing behind her. His expression remained stoic as he regarded her with a curious tilt of his head. Hoping to ease some of the hardness in his eyes, she offered a bright smile. He didn’t return the gesture.
 
   “Who are you talking to?”
 
   She swallowed and tried to tamp down the chill the silken rasp of his voice elicited. “Irene.”
 
   The redhead stopped in midsentence. “Yeah, sugar?”
 
   Taylor pressed her lips together. She didn’t dare answer. Sebastian’s narrowed eyes drilled into her, robbing her of breath and speech. He nodded and snatched the phone from her hand before she could react. 
 
   “Irene, is it? Is she more important than me, Taylor?”
 
   His face darkened beneath a wave of fury. Without warning, he hurled the cellphone across the room. She smothered a terrified cry as it hit the fireplace and shattered. Broken pieces of plastic and electronics skittered across the floor. Her heart thundered in her chest. Shaking, she swung her wide-eyed gaze back to him.
 
   “Answer me.”
 
   She shrank against the back of the couch when he leaned over her. “N-no, Sebastian. Nobody’s more important than you.”
 
   “No?” he asked, pressing closer. “Is that why you couldn’t be bothered to greet me when I come home? Is this how we’re going to start our new life off together, Taylor?”
 
   “No, Sebastian…please. I was trying to get her off the phone. She just wouldn’t stop talking. I didn’t want to be rude.”
 
   His shoulders shook with silent laughter. The terse smirk spreading across his lips was anything but amused. She shivered. Her stomach clenched.
 
   “You didn’t want to be rude, so you decided to offend me instead. That’s a wonderful way to plead your case, sunshine.”
 
   Taylor whimpered as he ran a gentle hand over the top of her head, smoothing her hair. The affection belied the rage burning in his eyes and the harsh displeasure stamping his face.
 
   “How many times have I told you the only person you need to worry about pleasing is me?” he asked in a silken whisper.
 
   “I—I know. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
 
   His smile was condescending and skeptical. Her heart sank when he gave a slow shake of his head.
 
   “No, Taylor. It won’t. You don’t bother greeting me. You haven’t started anything for dinner, and the dryer is still running, meaning you haven’t even finished the laundry yet. It seems your priorities around here are starting to slip. Don’t worry, sweetheart. I will get them back to where they need to be.”
 
   She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Fear locked her vocal chords. It seemed safer to stay silent at this point than to admit she’d spent most of the day daydreaming about their wedding. Sebastian straightened. He stared down at her for a long moment before motioning to the foyer with a curt inclination of his head.
 
   “Get upstairs.”
 
   A dry desert branched across her tongue. Taylor’s legs threatened to buckle when she stood. She lifted a pleading hand in entreaty, silently begging Sebastian to have mercy. A sob escaped her lips as she tried to force words past the knot in her throat.
 
   “If I have to tell you again, you’re going to get it twice as bad,” he warned, pressing closer. 
 
   "Please don’t be mad at me. You’re right. I was just so excited about our engagement that I couldn't focus. I wanted to shout it from the rooftops. I let my silly daydreams keep me from the things I needed to do, but it won't happen again. I swear. Please, Sebastian. I'm sorry," she whispered, inching backward toward the stairs so she didn’t disobey him any further. 
 
   He shook his head, prowling after her. "I’m not interested in your excuses, Taylor. You need help focusing, and I am going to give it to you. Now move.”
 
   She startled and tripped when her heel connected with the bottom step. Her hand shook as she fumbled for her balance and gripped the railing. Turning, she made her way up the stairs. Her heart pounded a million miles a minute. She swore she could feel Sebastian’s breath fan across the back of her neck and fought the urge to run. Everything in her wanted to scramble to appease. Instead, she was forced to make a slow and arduous journey. A muffled sob bubbled in her throat when they reached the doors to the master suite. Shuddering, she curled in on herself as he brushed past her and flung them open, gesturing her inside with a sweep of his hand. A desperate plea threatened when they reached the bed and his pale sage eyes locked with hers.
 
   Wresting his gaze away, he unfastened the belt to his overcoat and slowly pulled it free. Her legs shook as she stared, her horror mounting. The heavy leather strap was easily twice the size of the one he’d used last time. Clamping a hand over her mouth did nothing to smother the low whine breaking in her chest. She shook her head, backing away as he doubled the length in his fist.
 
   “Don’t make things worse,” he warned softly. “You know this is for your own good.”
 
   Sebastian’s eyes narrowed when she took another step back, and she felt the blood drain from her face. 
 
   “Do I have to assist you, Taylor?” he rasped, prowling closer.
 
   She thrashed her head from side to side, whimpering when her legs bumped against the edge of the bed. “N-no. I can’t help it. Please…I’m scared.”
 
   “You’re scared,” he repeated. He studied her for a long moment before nodding and gesturing to the end of the bed. “Quit dragging things out. Take your clothes off and bend over.”
 
   The room spun. Somehow, she managed to force her trembling hands to comply, but the movements were automated. Her mind was disjointed and already focused on the imminent threat of pain. Kicking free of the last of her clothes, she started to bend over, but Sebastian’s free hand wound in her hair, bringing her up short. Confusion swirled through her as he hauled her upright and his mouth slashed against hers in a bruising claim. His strong fingers unfurled from her hair and caressed the side of her face as he lightened the pressure and plied her with a passionate kiss. Desire overrode the fear and she moaned, pressing against him as a desperate ache swirled through her core. His hand trailed off her cheek and parted her thighs. A low rumble rose in his chest upon finding her wet. Anxious to please him, she rocked against the gentle probe of his fingers.
 
   “So eager,” he murmured against her lips. “Is this what you want, Taylor? Do you want me inside you?”
 
   She whimpered, nodding. Her eyes drifted shut and she concentrated on the firm glide of his fingers. Release danced just out of reach.
 
   “Your body knows how to respond, even when the rest of you fails.” He kissed the side of her neck and eased a thick digit inside her. Her knees started to buckle as he added another finger and moved them in a forceful swirl. “You could have had all this and more,” he whispered against her ear. “All you had to do was greet me at the door. One kiss, one touch, and I would’ve gladly taken you anywhere—in any way that you wanted. You think about that and remember it next time,” he growled.
 
   Taylor cried out as he released her. She fully expected to be shoved face down over the edge of the bed. Instead, she hit her knees and the belt hit the floor beside her. Confusion washed over her as she watched Sebastian prowl the length of their bedroom, his fingers raking through his hair in a visible show of agitation. He looked caged, and at the moment, on the verge of breaking. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she curled in on herself, cringing as Sebastian whirled with a curse and crouched down in front of her. She jumped at the cool brush of fingers against her fevered skin. His eyes studied hers as he swept the damp hair away from her brow. Wrapping his hand around her chin, he lifted her gaze to his.
 
   “I am your one and only priority in this world, Taylor. I suggest you get that right.”
 
   “I’m s-sorry,” she cried, reaching for him. “Please…”
 
   "It's up to you, Taylor. You claim to love me, but I didn't feel that today. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to start our first day as an engaged couple off like this, but your actions hurt. Maybe I’m making a mistake here, but I am going to hope this warning will be enough to get through to you and help you refocus. I won’t be as lenient next time, and I don’t think reminders of my expectations are something you want to be a nightly occurrence."
 
   Taylor blanched and shook her head as adamantly as the hold on her chin allowed. Trembling, she pressed a shaky kiss to his thumb. "No. Please. I'm sorry. I love you. I’ll do better, Sebastian. I promise." 
 
   He nodded and caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. "I'd like to believe that. We will see. Some people just can’t motivate themselves to do the things they should. Lucky for you, I love you enough to help you. I also love you enough to try."
 
   “Thank you, Sebastian. I love you, too,” she whispered. 
 
   Taylor closed her eyes as he palmed the back of her head and gently massaged her scalp. It wasn’t exactly forgiveness, but it seemed as close as she was going to get right now. Her chest ached. She wanted nothing more than to crawl into the warm reassurance of his arms. Leaning forward, he pressed a light kiss against her brow.
 
   “Go clean yourself up, get dressed, and get dinner started.”
 
   She nodded and blinked against a fresh wave of tears. Shame and confusion still branched through her body and Taylor choked down a whimper, trying to still the trembles in her body as she rose to her feet. Hanging her head, she smoothed the rumpled comforter and grabbed her clothes off the floor. She shivered as she made her way to the bathroom. Sebastian’s weighted stare followed her, assessing her actions every step of the way, and his words chased on her heels.
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   The sweet smell of mushrooms and caramelized onions wafted through the house. Setting the steaming skillet aside, Taylor checked on the hamburgers. She bit her lip, praying the simple dinner she’d taken out earlier would be enough to please Sebastian. She couldn’t afford any more screw-ups tonight. A white chocolate and raspberry cheesecake sat cooling in the fridge. At least she had the comfort of knowing dessert was one of his favorites. Her gaze flickered to the living room. He was sitting on the couch with his feet propped up on the coffee table and his laptop open. He’d moved there from his study when she came down, presumably just to keep a better eye on her while he worked. Taylor swallowed, wondering what it was he thought she was going to do—or not do—that he needed to supervise her actions. Part of her kept waiting for him to change his mind, for him to grab the belt and give her the punishment he’d intended. In some ways, knowing she’d hurt him and gotten off scot-free and the constant feeling of waiting for the other shoe to drop was worse than getting the punishment itself.
 
   She frowned and turned her attention back to the kitchen. The tops of the potatoes were starting to crisp the way he liked, and a fragrant burst of cream rolled out of the oven on a billow of steam. Shutting off the heat, she wiped away the smudge her fingers left on the handle and hurried back to the stove to flip the burgers one more time. She jumped, flinching as an unexpected hand settled against her back, stroking where the fiery strips branding her skin should have been.
 
   “Don’t pull away from me,” Sebastian warned quietly. He kissed her neck and rested his chin on her shoulder. His body pressed against hers from behind. “How much longer?”
 
   “Everything’s ready. I’m just getting ready to serve it now.”
 
   “Perfect timing.” 
 
   A few minutes later, she’d carried in the food and condiments, lit the candles, and fixed them both a plate. Squirming, she tried to find a comfortable position in her chair. Feeling Sebastian’s stare, she stilled and bit her lip, refusing to meet his eyes. Afraid of what she might see, she watched the candlelight reflect off the glossy cherry table. He set down his fork and leaned closer.
 
   “Is there a problem, Taylor?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.”
 
   He nodded and took a long drink of sweet tea before responding. “You brought this on yourself. Stop squirming and eat.”
 
   “Yes, Sebastian.” She managed to choke down several bites. The silence hanging between them was killing her. Daring a peek in his direction, she decided to take a chance. “How is work going?”
 
   His head snapped up from his plate. Mixed vegetables tumbled off Sebastian’s fork as he stared at her. She held her breath, waiting as his expression shifted from one of utter confusion to surprise. Spearing another forkful, he shrugged.
 
   “Good, I guess. We’re getting close to zeroing in on Laychee’s supplier. That’s all the BATF wants. Once they have that information, we can make our move on him and do as we see fit.”
 
   She frowned. “You have to wait until they have his supplier before you can take him down?”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “That’s the way it works, darling. If other agencies are involved, they get what they want first. We get what’s left over.”
 
   “That must be hard for you sometimes though—the waiting I mean.”
 
   He laughed dryly. “Why? Because I’m so impatient?” He arched a dark golden brow in her direction.
 
   “No. I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   The left side of his face dimpled with his pensive smile. “It happens more often than I care to admit. Sometimes we have to step aside completely in order to serve the greater good. Yes, it gets frustrating, but security and safety come first. Despite SKALS methods and the end results, our main priority is still to protect this country and its people.” He frowned as he pinned her with an inquisitive stare. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I was just curious,” she admitted. “I love you, and I want to hear about your day, even if I can’t have all the details.”
 
   He reached over and gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry, baby. We’re going to nail this guy.”
 
   “You’ve had him under surveillance, right? What do you think he’s going to do with all those weapons?” she asked, slipping a small bite of potatoes past her lips.
 
   Sebastian sighed and refocused his attention on his plate. “Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you, Taylor. Hopefully, nothing.” His lips pursed and whitened for a moment before his gaze swung up to hers. “Dinner is good, sweetheart. Thank you.”
 
   “Way to change the subject,” she teased. Her face lit with hope as Sebastian’s dimples deepened and he offered up a knowing wink.
 
   After dinner, he helped her clear the table, putting the food away while she rinsed things off and loaded the dishwasher. The sun was just starting to set beyond the window bay, flooding the house with a rich colorful glow. Leaning against the island, she took a moment to enjoy the view and marvel at how lucky she was. A few months ago, she’d been struggling to make ends meet. There were nights when cereal or a package of Ramen noodles was all her dinner had consisted of. The only view her rundown apartment had offered was a glimpse of the train tracks and dilapidated urban spread. Though Sebastian would claim his house wasn’t a mansion, it was a virtual palace in her eyes. Everything was gleaming, luxurious, and clean. Even the outside was a decorative sprawl with lush greenery and rocky landscaping with views of the surrounding forest and mountaintops looming in the distance. He gave her so much and asked for so little in return. Her chest twisted with guilt. So little, and even that, she’d managed to screw up.
 
   Hot breath fanned across her nape and she let her heavy lids drift shut as Sebastian pressed behind her. His hand covered her throat, making her heart hammer, but he merely tipped her face up with his fingers and gently coaxed it toward him. His lips brushed hers and he turned her in his arms. When she opened her eyes, she was greeted by the intense green scape of his stare.
 
   “What are you thinking?” he asked.
 
   A sad smile threatened. “How lucky I am to have you. You give me everything. You are everything. You’re my whole world, Sebastian,” she whispered, hanging her head. “I’m so sorry I hurt you and let you down.”
 
   Sebastian stared down at her and stroked her cheek with the pad of his thumb. "If I didn't love you so much you wouldn't have the power to hurt me, Taylor. I'm glad you understand that I only correct you out of love and a desire to better our life together. I forgive you. Just remember what’s important here," he said, his fingers trailing down her back in a gentle reminder of what could have been.
 
   Something in him was changing. She tried not to think about what those changes might mean or at what cost they might come. All that mattered was the here and now. There was no point in clinging to the past, or wallowing in guilt. Instead, she wrapped her arms around him and pressed against his chest. Words of gratitude tumbled past her lips. He returned her embrace and held her for a long minute before pulling away and capturing her hands in his.
 
   “You can finish the laundry tomorrow,” he said, drawing her toward the living room. “Come spend time with me.”
 
    
 
   Sebastian stared out the window. It was too damn early to be on the job. Darkness still cloaked the warehouse yard and bathed it in deep shadows. Dim yellow streetlights glowed in the distance, illuminating the thick tendrils of pollution rising from the city basin below. The call from Marx had come in just after three, letting him know Laychee and his men were on the move. It figured the cockroaches would scuttle out of hiding when the rest of the world was still fast asleep. That’s what most vermin did. Scrubbing a hand over his face, he sighed. At least he’d turned in at a decent time. After watching a movie and sharing a plate of dessert with Taylor, he’d called it quits and taken her to bed. It had been shortly after eight. Gauging his partner’s bleary expression and the exhaustion still riding his angular features, he decided Josh hadn’t been as fortunate. Nudging him with an elbow, Sebastian pointed to the cup of Pic-N-Run coffee sitting in the holder.
 
   “Better drink up, sunshine.”
 
   “Fuck off, Baas.”
 
   Cocking his head, he forced a terse smile. “Did someone have a rough night?”
 
   Josh snorted and waved him off, slumping against the passenger door of the Benz. “Is this you giving me a taste of my own medicine?”
 
   Sebastian chuckled quietly. “Perhaps. Are we all done with the sharing and exploring each other’s feelings phase of our relationship, now?”
 
   Josh’s face tightened as he forced his gaze out the window. “I think you made it perfectly clear we don’t have any relationship at all, Baas.”
 
   “Jesus. You’re worse than a woman sometimes, you know that?” he snapped. Sighing, he raked a hand through his curls and slumped in his seat. “What I said to you yesterday…I didn’t mean that.”
 
    Giving a dry huff, his partner shook his head. “You never say anything you don’t mean. Isn’t that like rule number one with you?”
 
   He refused to look the other man’s way. Things were awkward enough. Taking a deep breath, he nodded. “Usually, yes,” he stated quietly. “But yesterday, I did. You’ve been a good friend to me, Josh.”
 
   “Whoa. Hold on a sec here. Are you apologizing?” his partner asked, his voice hitching in disbelief. “What the hell did they do to you? Are you feeling okay?”
 
   Sebastian shrugged and steeled his jaw. “Take it for what it’s worth.” 
 
   He twisted, his eyes narrowing into blazing slits as Josh reached over and gave his hair an affectionate ruffle.
 
   “Look at you getting all warm and fuzzy on me. Now who sounds like a woman?”
 
   Sebastian batted his arm away with a forceful chop and glared. “Touch me like that again, and you’ll end up one.”
 
   Holding up his hands in placation, Josh laughed. “Easy, killer. I don’t think that arrangement would make your sister very happy.”
 
   Sebastian turned away with a mutter of disgust.
 
   “Wow. Just like that, you’re back to your usual charming self,” Josh mused. “I don’t know how the hell Taylor keeps up with you.”
 
   “My love life is none of your damn business. Keep your nose out of it before it gets broke,” he snapped, pinning his partner with a cold stare. “Are we clear on that?”
 
   “Yeah, Baas,” Josh mumbled, sobering. “Crystal.”
 
   Tension hummed through his body. As much as he wanted to trust Josh, Marx’s words still weighed heavily on his mind and burned in his gut like gasoline. Just hearing someone else speak her name made him feel defensive and on edge. The smallest sign of weakness and the big man would strike. He’d threatened his family before. Sebastian winced. It was beyond a threat. Christian was dead. Lucian was dead. Rage threatened his sanity. Career be damned, he wouldn’t lose Taylor. SKALS had trained a killer. Marx stressed the importance of being ruthless and cold. Sebastian clenched his teeth. If he went after the woman he loved, the director would quickly discover just how apt of a pupil he really was.
 
   The radio inside the car caught him off-guard. He startled slightly, yanking himself from his thoughts as Vince’s smooth voice broke across the airwaves.
 
   “Sector One, is everything alright up there? That car was doing an awful lot of moving and shaking. What’s going on?”
 
   Josh rolled his eyes and picked up the receiver. “All clear. Alpha was just knocking me down a peg or two, per usual. You want to come take my place for a bit?”
 
   The radio crackled with the sound of Vince’s feigned thought. “That would be a negative, Bravo. I’ve been on the receiving end of those blows before. It’s not a place I like to be.”
 
   “Roger that.”
 
   A small smirk played on Sebastian’s lips as he stared out the window. Perhaps he wasn’t losing his touch after all. He wondered if Marx saw the way his teammates looked at him. Maybe it wasn’t enough or maybe the big man just didn’t care. Sebastian snarled beneath his breath. He’d never showed an ounce of mercy or compassion on the job. Not once. He understood the importance of making sure his life and family affairs were in order, and like it or not, he did whatever needed to be done. What the hell else did he want from him? What else was there? Frowning, he rubbed the ache in his neck and watched the warehouse doors. He was sick of waiting around on Laychee. The bastard was dragging things out and pushing his patience too far. Not to mention the little stunt he’d tried to pull with his security team. That was far from forgiven. His fists curled as he remembered the pictures. Pictures of Taylor, his sister, and his partner.
 
   Josh glanced over as his hand closed around the door handle. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Shaking things up a little.”
 
   “Are you insane?” Josh hissed, grabbing his arm.
 
   They both froze as headlights swept across the grounds. The beams bounced with the uneven terrain, reflecting off the rusted railroad cars and abandoned truck trailers scattered throughout the yard. Motes of dust and sand kicked up behind the vehicle and swirled in a reddened cloud. The gleaming Navigator was as out of place in the dilapidated surroundings as Sebastian’s sleek S550.
 
   “Shit,” Josh muttered. Slamming his coffee back in the holder, he grabbed the radio. “Thanks for the head’s up asshole. We got company.”
 
   “Sorry boys. I was taking a piss. Stand by. I’m keying in the plates and running them now.”
 
   “Taking a piss,” Josh repeated dryly. Lifting a brow, he turned to Sebastian. “Maybe we should cath him the next go round.”
 
   His shoulders shook with a silent laugh. “The idea does have merit.”
 
   Another curse burst past Josh’s lips as the SUV rolled closer. Sebastian closed his eyes. It was too late to pull out. Any movement and they would be spotted for sure. There were no guarantees they hadn’t been already. His jaw tightened and he rolled his shoulders. The stiffness knotting the muscles was becoming unbearable. Pulling his pistol free, he wrapped his finger around the trigger. Now it was a waiting game, a matter of who would twitch first. His gaze shifted between the encroaching Navigator and the warehouse doors, his tension ratcheting.
 
   “Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Vince asked.
 
   Sebastian squeezed his throbbing sinuses between his thumb and forefinger, ignoring the questioning look from his partner.
 
   “Just give it to us straight,” Josh spat. “You’re in enough trouble as it is.”
 
   “The good news is I think we just locked down Laychee’s supplier. The vehicle is registered to an Armando Soeleze, a known weapons dealer. He was on the BATF radar for a while, but two years ago, he seemingly dropped off the face of the planet. No one’s seen or heard from him since.”
 
   “Yeah, great. Lucky for us, he’s back in orbit. What else do you got?”
 
   “He’s most likely armed and extremely dangerous.”
 
   Sebastian slumped. That was the best their eyes and ears could come up with? A low pulse of anger surged through his system. Beside him, Josh rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, that’s real helpful of you. Thanks a lot.” Scrubbing a hand over his face, he turned in his seat. “What the hell are we gonna do here, Baas?”
 
   He rubbed a forefinger across the stubble dotting his chin and pondered the situation. They didn’t have many options, and they sure as hell didn’t have the gun power to go toe-to-toe with someone like Soeleze. Laychee alone was questionable enough on a night when they had the whole division in place. Tonight, it was just two teams on the ground and one on standby in the air. His eyes snapped up to the windshield as the doors to the SUV swung open, bathing the interior with a bright flood of light. Several soft clicks flooded the inside of the Mercedes as Josh snapped off a succession of pictures. Holding his breath, Sebastian waited. His entire body stiffened into rigid attention as two of the men exiting the Lincoln looked their way. Josh released a ragged exhale beside him.
 
   “Stay calm,” Sebastian urged softly. “We’ve got this. Send the pictures through. Let Vince do his job.”
 
   “What, like my last act?” Josh asked with a rueful laugh. “Mission first, right?”
 
   “We’re going to be fine.”
 
   From the corner of his eye, he watched Josh send the images through. Within a few minutes, Vince would have facial recognition matches. It was what they needed if they were ever going to take Laychee and his crew down. He glanced back up and tensed. Three of the five men were starting to edge their way toward the Benz. Their leader, a burly baldheaded man with caramel skin, shouted something he couldn’t decipher. Blowing out a steady breath, he slowly unlocked the safety and cocked the hammer on his pistol. Josh’s weapon clicked in tandem beside him.
 
   His fingers crept toward his ear as Josh pulled the plug on the radio and swiped a scrambler over their electronics. “Nighthawk, get Sector Three in the air. We’ve been compromised. Hostiles are engaging.”
 
   A small tremble ran through him. Images of Taylor flashed before his eyes, and for a brief second he wondered if it would end up being the last time he saw her. His stomach clenched as one of the men reached back and drew a gun from his waistband. The lanky pair flanking him started to do the same. This was it. The world started to unfurl in slow motion. 
 
   “On three,” he whispered.
 
   Sebastian grabbed the door handle. He counted without thought, his mouth dry and parched. On the count of three, they both sprung from the car. Bright flashes detonated a few feet away and the silence was shattered with a rapid hail of gunfire. Glass blew around them in an outward spray. Sparks flew from the car as it rocked beneath a steady barrage of bullets. The ricochet of metal off metal was deafening. His heart pounded as he hit the ground and crawled under the car to join Josh on the other side. His partner glanced down with a wince, clutching his upper arm.
 
   “Were you hit?”
 
   “No. It’s nothing, just some glass.”
 
   Sebastian nodded, his eyes darting to the line of railroad cars and truck trailers. They would at least offer some shield on the way to the road. His heart skidded to a halt in his chest as more shouts joined the fray. A bullet passed too close for comfort setting off a dull ring in his ear. The world droned in and out around him. Jerking his head toward the cluster of rusted metal, he motioned for Josh to run. Reluctance shone in his partner’s blue stare.
 
   “Go. I’ll cover you.”
 
   “Baas…”
 
   “Go!” he snapped.
 
   He winced, ducking his head for a second as a semiautomatic rifle sent pieces of the car shooting past him. His shoulders heaved as he drew several steadying breaths. Pursing his lips together, he raised his weapon and stepped out from behind the car. The first shot caught one of the gunmen square in the chest. He hit the ground, a rapid stain soaking the front of his shirt. Sebastian fired again, catching another between the eyes. The outward spray of blood and brain halted the men beside him for just a second. In the distance, he could hear the chopper closing in. Vince was shouting something about the rally point in his ear. His breath bordered on hyperventilation as he picked off a third shooter and dove back behind the car. Bracing his back against the door, he jammed his fist against his head and waited.
 
   They weren’t closing in the way he’d expected. Most of the bullets weren’t even hitting where he sat bunkered against the car. A cold chill ran through him as Sebastian realized why. They’d given up on hitting him and were concentrating on penetrating the gas tank. His shoulders shook with embittered laughter. He had to give it to them—that was one way to flush him out. Most likely in pieces.
 
   “Bravo, tell me you made it,” he said, pressing his earpiece deeper.
 
   “Affirmative. Where the hell are you?”
 
   Sebastian closed his eyes. Trapped. Pinned down in a bad spot with no way to escape. He’d always prided himself on being an honest man, but now wasn’t the time. The truth would only draw Josh out and get them both killed. 
 
   “Don’t worry about me. I’m right behind you.” He waited until there was a pause in gunfire before speaking again. He could only assume they were reloading. “Get to the rally. If I’m not there in six, leave without me.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere without you. You get your ass there, you hear me?”
 
   He sighed softly. “I hear you.”
 
   “We did good today, right?”
 
   He felt a pang of sorrow hearing the uncertainty and hope in his partner’s voice. Shutting down the unwanted rush of emotion, he dropped his chin against his chest. The gunfire picked up with renewed intensity. The car jerked against his back. He couldn’t risk letting Josh hear his position, but he responded in a quiet murmur to himself. “Yeah, buddy. We did.”
 
   A jolt of pain rocketed through his shoulder, snapping him to his senses and igniting his rage. He snorted with agony, his eyes darting to the line of trailers. Reaching behind him, he fingered the sharp shard of metal jutting from his back. It was better than a bullet. Biting back a cry, he wrenched it free and hurled it to the ground. The sight of his blood glistening back at him only served to fuel his anger. Wincing, he jerked his second weapon free and edged toward the front of the car. Taking that path was a longer run, but there was no way he could come around the back where their attention remained focused. Another bullet or two and the car would blow. It was better to go down fighting than stay trapped like a rat on a sinking ship. He owed himself, his team, and his family that much.
 
   Dimly, he wondered what had happened to Sector Two and if they had made it out okay. He could barely hear the radio in his ear over the pounding of his heart and the gunfire. Even his breathing was unnaturally loud as he tried to focus on his training and draw off his instincts. Taking one more deep breath, he closed his eyes, counted to two, and ran. His first plan had been to go backwards and fire off shots as he went. The terrifying frenzy of bullets chasing after him changed his mind. Dirt and rocks flew up, pelting his legs. A shot to the side of his bulletproof vest almost brought him to his knees. The pain was enough that he wondered if it went clean through. Another bullet whizzed past, clipping the edge of his ear.
 
   Darting between the blue plastic barrels lined up through the yard, he kept his eye on the road. A cold prickle stirred on his nape. Cold enough to turn his blood to ice. Cursing, he dove into the open slit of one of the railroad cars. Bullets pinged off the sides, and a chunk of blue plastic flew past and his heart skidded. He’d escaped one explosion only to set himself up for another. A slow crackle erupted from the barrel, sending an electric ripple across his skin. Roaring with pain and frustration, Sebastian fought to slam the metal doors shut.
 
   Fire rushed through the open crack and his world exploded. The car jolted upward with the blast and rolled. Rocked off his feet, he slammed against the far wall and tumbled end over end. A hellish eternity passed before everything stopped and stilled. Gasping for breath, Sebastian blinked against the darkness. His eardrums pulsed in and out with the world around him and a high-pitched ringing flooded his skull, making him wince. He struggled to sit up, to move, but bit-by-bit his surroundings and the pain started to fade away. The pull of his eyelids became too much. His chest rose and fell slowly. One… two… three…then, he felt no more.
 
    
 
   It started with a pained gasp and spread into a violent cough that made his chest and ribs throb. Struggling to sit up, Sebastian fought against the straps holding him down. He bucked violently against the restraints, panic stabbing clear through to his core. His eyes flew open and slammed back shut against the bright, intrusive glare.
 
   “Easy, Baas.”
 
   His chest jerked at the familiar sound of his partner’s voice. Letting out a huge sigh of relief, he sagged back down against the bed and slit his eyes open. It was hard to focus, and for a minute, he saw double. Running his tongue over his parched lips, he tilted his head toward his arms.
 
   “Untie me,” he said in a hoarse rasp.
 
   “I can’t do that, partner. Not yet.”
 
   He nodded in mute understanding, his gaze shifting to the ceiling as a cold ball of dread coiled in his stomach. Strips of fluorescent lights dangled from the metal rafters overhead along with a more concentrated round, metallic spotlight. He’d seen them enough times before to know where he was. Closing his eyes, he supposed the infirmary was better than the reconditioning room. Maybe. The straps raised some serious concerns, given the fact that no one else but Josh was around. Maybe Marx just wanted him alive and conscious enough to endure whatever he had coming. Turning his head to look at his partner, Sebastian frowned. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I couldn’t get you on the radio. After the explosion, we looped back around. Sector Two was trying to hold them off and keep them clear of the railroad car. I guess Laychee’s thugs didn’t want to play anymore once we opened up the helicopter gunners on them.”
 
   Sebastian groaned and forced a swallow past his raw throat. “What a mess.”
 
   “Yeah, Baas. It was, but we got you out. That’s all that matters.”
 
   He grunted and shook his head. That clusterfuck was going to make the news, which was going to make Marx very, very unhappy. The thought flooded him with panic that quickly turned to rage. His eyes flew to Josh’s. “Go home. Get my sister and sit with Taylor. Please.”
 
   Josh shook his head. “I won’t leave you like this, Baas.”
 
   “I don’t want you here. Go.”
 
   “They’re going to want to know where you are. What the hell do I tell them?” 
 
   Hurt and frustration rode Josh’s angular features and strained his voice. Sebastian turned his face away. 
 
   “The truth. Tell them I was held up. I’ll be home soon.”
 
   It hurt to talk. He was grateful when Josh stood and strode from the room, even if he did depart with a slam of the door that made Sebastian’s head pound. Clenching his teeth against the pain, he battled with the restraints a while longer until bruises circled his wrists and he was too tired to move. The day was one long repeating cycle of jumping out of one hell just to land in another. Numb, he wondered if he would ever make it home again. Blowing out a deep breath, he studied the white cinderblock walls. They’d been painted to a glossy sheen that matched the smooth linoleum floor, except where splotches of dried blood stained the tiles, both his and others. His gaze darted to the stainless steel workbench spanning one wall of the room and the mobile trays housing various medical utensils. They hadn’t even moved him into the more comfortable recovery sector.
 
   A grating noise flooded the room and he snapped his head round to watch as Marx pushed his way into the room. His massive shoulders all but filled the wide doorway. The dark ebony pits of his eyes locked with Sebastian’s as he crossed the room and dropped into the seat beside the bed.
 
   “So tell me—how does it feel to dance with death, Agent Baas?”
 
   His eyes narrowed as Sebastian tried to figure out the man’s angle. He forced his attention to the ceiling with a wry smile. “Painful.”
 
   “I bet it is,” Marx drawled. “So is the chaos you and your team stirred up today.” Sitting back, he rested his hands on the broad span of his thighs. His sausage-sized fingers drummed an impatient beat. “I’m waiting.”
 
   Sebastian sighed. “Vince stepped away to piss. The next thing I knew, an SUV was barreling up our ass.”
 
   “So this is his fault?” Marx pressed, a thick eyebrow lifting in question.
 
   “It’s my team. It’s my responsibility.”
 
   The director nodded. “The driver wasn’t Armando Soeleze, which is a very fortunate thing for you considering he’s dead. It was his younger brother, Pablo.”
 
   “Great,” Sebastian muttered beneath his breath. “Now I’ll have two psychopaths after me for the same damn thing. Maybe they can join forces and blow Arizona clear off the map.”
 
   Marx patted his shoulder. “I don’t think it’s going to come to that. The Soeleze boys were extremely close. Armando will want to claim his brother’s body and bury him. He’ll want that closure.”
 
   For the first time in hours, hope flooded him. “The BATF will pick him up then?”
 
   The commander donned a wide smile. “That they will. No one is without a weakness, Sebastian. If you look hard enough, even the toughest most coldhearted son-of-a-bitch will have at least one vulnerable point.”
 
   A cold smirk played on his lips. “So what’s yours?”
 
   Marx threw his head back. His enormous body shook with a deep belly laugh. The dark pools of his eyes shone as he leaned forward to clap Sebastian on the shoulder. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he asked, still bearing the traces of his grin. “Perhaps one day, you will figure it out, but again, today is not that day.” The humor slowly ebbed from his countenance and the big man sighed. “You may find this hard to believe, but I’m fond of you, Sebastian. You remind me of myself at your age in a lot of ways.”
 
   Laughter threatened, making him cough. He grimaced against a sharp wave of pain. “Sure, Marx, just keep kicking me when I’m down.”
 
   The director gave a terse smile. “It’s true. You have ambition, drive, and fire. You’re not afraid to get your hands dirty nor do what needs done. Whether you admit it to yourself or not, some secret part of you loves this job. The hunt, the challenge, it’s all a part of the game for you. This is what you were born to do. I’ve been with this organization for a long time, and no one in all of my twenty-three years with SKALS has done it better. You and your partner are one hell of a team.”
 
   His jaw tightened at the compliment. “This is where the other shoe drops,” he stated quietly.
 
   “No, Baas,” Marx said with a slow shake of his head. “Believe it or not, I was being sincere.”
 
   “You will have to excuse me if I don’t mark that one on the calendar. My hands are a little tied at the moment.”
 
   The director’s deep laughter rolled through the room. “That they are.” He cracked his thick knuckles with a series of sharp pops. “Tell me what you plan to do with Vince.”
 
   “You might be better off asking me when I’m not strapped to a gurney and in pain.”
 
   “I’m asking you now,” Marx said pointedly.
 
   “As much as I would love to kill him at the moment, when you have to go, you have to go. He usually serves this team well.” His lips quirked with a brief bid of amusement. “Josh suggested a catheter. While the thought amuses me, Vince and our team would be better served with a reminder that a heads up is not too much to ask. Regardless of personal discomforts, the safety and success of a mission come first.”
 
   “Yet they didn’t. It was almost lights out for you tonight and your mission was a bust.”
 
   “Was it?” Sebastian asked softly. “We have a strong lead on one of the world’s biggest weapons dealers. Give him a week in the reconditioning cell. That should help Vince get his head on straight and give Josh and me time enough to cool down and keep from blowing it off.” He turned his head, his pale stare locking with the director’s. “The bastard owes me a new car, too.”
 
   Marx nodded and patted his arm. “We’ll transfer the funds. Get some rest, Sebastian. You’ll get to go home soon enough.”
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   Taylor paced the kitchen, her stomach twisting. She chewed the jagged edge of her thumbnail, her gaze flickering to Josh and Monique as they sat at the table in the morning room. He’d tried to tell her Sebastian was okay, but the stress and worry lining his face claimed otherwise. The usually stunning blonde at his side bore the same troubled expression and her eyes were bloodshot and red from crying or a lack of sleep. Quite possibly both. Either way, she refused to look Taylor’s way for more than a few seconds at a time. Frustration wound through her frame, adding to her exhaustion and pain. She hadn’t slept much before the call came in, and after Sebastian left, she hadn’t slept at all. Pouring herself another cup of coffee, she turned her gaze out the window, her stare tracking the security team before shifting to the couple sitting at the table. She frowned, her mind spinning. He left her home alone while he was working all the time. What made now so different?
 
   She whirled at the sound of keys in the front door. Hot coffee sloshed over the top of her hand, drawing a startled curse from her lips. Clamping a hand over her mouth, her eyes darted to Josh in apology as she hurried to set her mug on the counter. He offered a wan smile and eased to his feet. His obvious stiffness and discomfort only added to her concern. Rushing down the hall to the foyer, she froze as she spotted Sebastian. A pained grimace rode his face as he pulled the doors shut behind him and lifted his head. Bruises mottled his beautiful face, and a deep scratch carved a furrow between his eyebrows. Stitches stood out on the ridge of his right ear, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. Her expression crumpled and she fought back a sob. Anguish darkened his eyes as he shook his head.
 
   “Shh, baby, no. It’s okay. Everything’s all right, darling,” he soothed, opening one arm to her.
 
   She gingerly stepped into his embrace, letting him guide her. Resting her face against his shoulder, she tentatively ran a hand over his back. Her heart broke at the strained rasp of his voice and the way he shook ever so slightly against her. He pressed his lips against her temple for a long moment, before easing her to his side. He kept his arm draped around her shoulders, though it was hard to say if it was for support or the urge to be close. His steps were measured, but steady, as he made his way toward the back of the house.
 
   Monique surged to her feet the minute they stepped into the area between the great room and the kitchen. Wringing her hands, the blonde regarded her brother with an open mixture of pity and concern.
 
   “Sebastian.” His name left her lips in a tremulous waver.
 
   “I’m all right, Monique,” he said softly. “Just a little sore. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Taylor watched as he motioned his sister forward and palmed the side of her face in a tender gesture. For a moment, the blonde closed her eyes and leaned into his touch. When he dropped his hand, she straightened and Sebastian shifted his attention to Josh with a slight nod.
 
   “Thank you,” he whispered.
 
   “It was no problem, Baas. You good? You need anything?”
 
   “Just rest.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll get out of here.” Josh hesitated for a moment and raked a hand over his short, dark hair. “What are you going to do for a car?”
 
   “It’s taken care of, thank you.”
 
   Taylor listened to a brief exchange of goodbyes and showed the couple out the front doors. After locking them and setting the alarm, she wandered back into the kitchen to find Sebastian looking out the windows. He hadn’t moved. Despite the rigid set of his shoulders, he looked lost. Creeping up beside him, she ran her fingers over the sculpted ridge of his cheekbone. Her heart swelled when he rewarded her with a tired grin. Guiding her hand to his lips, he kissed her fingers.
 
   “Are you hungry?” she asked.
 
   “No, baby. They fed me on the way home. Did you eat?”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t have much of an appetite this morning.”
 
   He frowned and caressed her hair. “You need to eat, darling.”
 
   “What happened to the Benz?”
 
   His shoulders shook, making him wince. “It had a slight accident. Don’t trouble yourself, love. We’re getting a new and improved model. Everything is going to be fine.” He sighed and stared down at her for a long moment. “How’s that for karma? I threaten to beat your ass and get mine handed to me a few hours later.”
 
   She knew he was looking for a laugh, but all it did was make her brow twist and her face crumple with concern. The rueful press of his mouth told her he regretted the statement. “I love you, Sebastian. I don’t ever want to see you get hurt. It breaks my heart.”
 
   His eyes drifted shut for a brief second as he kissed her forehead. “I love you, too. You’re my motivation in this world. You have no idea how hard I would fight just to see you again.”
 
   “Is it worth it?” she whispered.
 
   A low rumble stirred in his chest as he held her close. “Every single time.”
 
   She walked him upstairs and helped ease him out of his clothes. He sat on the edge of the corner tub, holding himself up against one of the decorative pillars as she grabbed a washcloth from the drawer and ran it under some hot water. Her hands shook as she gingerly trailed the cloth over his skin and cleaned him up as best as she could. Tears burned her eyes, blurring her vision. Angry bruises mottled Sebastian’s side and a deep cut marred the pale scape of his shoulder. He assured her someone had disinfected it and the wound was clean enough to heal on its own, but she wasn’t so sure. Pressing her lips together, she tried to still the tremble of her chin. He wouldn’t want her to cry. He would want her to be strong. She knew that, but it was hard. Leaning over, she dropped a tender kiss on his brow. 
 
   Sebastian tilted his head back with a lazy smile and ran his hands over the curve of her hips. “You’re so good to me.”
 
   “It’s nothing compared to what you do for me.”
 
   He shrugged. Anguish contorted his handsome features and Sebastian lowered his head with a growl when he stood. His frustrated huff echoed off the stone tiled walls. After a few seconds, he released his white-knuckled grip on the pillar and edged toward the bedroom. Taylor hurried to throw the blankets back and adjust the pillows so he could lie down. His shamrock stare locked with hers as she drew the blankets over him. Reluctance and pleading shone in their pale depths. Though the words were unspoken, she understood. A strained show of gratitude played on his face as she climbed into bed beside him. Sebastian cradled her against his uninjured side and dragged her leg up over the top of his thighs. His eyes drifted shut with a contented sigh as she ran her fingers through his curls and, within minutes, she’d managed to lull him into a peaceful sleep.
 
    
 
   Taylor hummed to herself and struggled to dust the tops of the built-ins and plant shelf spanning the fireplace wall. As gorgeous as the house design was, some of it wasn’t very practical when it came to cleaning. Her legs trembled beneath her as her balance shifted and the ladder wobbled. When she realized she was essentially two stories high, her white-knuckled hold turned into a frantic death grip. Blowing out a shaky breath, she weighed the merits of a spotless home versus broken bones. It wasn’t as if Sebastian could drive her to the hospital if she had a typical moment of good old-fashioned Irish grace. He wasn’t in the condition to do much of anything at the moment, besides sleep. Biting her lip in concentration, she gingerly eased her way down the ladder. Sometimes safe was much better than sorry. 
 
   She’d barely set foot on the bottom rung when a chorus of shouts erupted up front. Furrowing her brow, she slung the dust rag over her shoulder and hurried through the foyer to peer out the front windows. The last thing she needed was the security team waking Sebastian up over something stupid. Peeling aside the thin gossamer curtains in the living room, Taylor sighed and shook her head.
 
   The sporty blue Celica and spirited redhead standing beside it were all too familiar. She could see the fury and frustration stamping her friend’s face, even from her vantage point inside the house, and knew Irene wasn’t going to go anywhere without a fight.
 
   After casting a quick peek up the steps, she disabled the alarm and crept out onto the porch. She eased the doors until they remained open just a crack and bolted off the porch. 
 
   The head of security, Henderson, whirled at the sound of her footsteps. Shifting his weapon, he regarded her with a curious but determined stare.
 
   “You should head back inside, Miss McAvay.”
 
   Prying her gaze away from his assault rifle, she shook her head. “It’s okay. I know that woman,” she said, pointing to Irene. “She’s my friend.”
 
   Surprise flickered across his face, making his eyes flare, but he quickly regained his composure and cleared his throat. “Ma’am, I have strict orders not to let you leave the premises, and no one but Mr. Baas’ partner or sister is to set foot inside these gates without his permission.”
 
   She bristled at the reminder. Her lips pursed, despite the embarrassed flush warming her cheeks. Lifting her chin a notch, she held the guard’s steady gaze, not missing the spark of amusement in his brown eyes. 
 
   “I understand that, Henderson,” she said coolly. “And I promise you I won’t set one foot  on the other side of this fence or Irene in, but I don’t remember there being any orders in regards to me talking to someone  no matter what side they stood on—right?”
 
   He shifted his rifle as a confused grimace rode his creased face. “No, Ma’am, I don’t suppose there was,” he admitted.
 
   “Then please, sir, let me handle this. Trust me, the only thing standing here and arguing with her is going to accomplish is you waking Sebastian up, and right now, he needs his rest.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   He stepped aside, though uncertainty and apprehension still lined his weathered expression. Offering him a pleasant smile, Taylor walked around him and approached the wrought iron gate where Irene stood waiting. The spunky redhead surged closer, wrapping her pale hands around the posts.
 
   “Taylor,” she breathed. “Thank God. You have no idea how worried I’ve been. What the hell happened last night, sugar? Are you okay?”
 
   Wincing, she shifted her socked feet in an attempt to shake the cold seeping into them. In her efforts to hurry outside and diffuse the situation, she hadn’t had the time or presence of mind to put on a pair of shoes.
 
   “What are you talking about?” she asked. “I’m fine.”
 
   Irene’s glaring ruby lips flattened with doubt. “Honey, I heard him grilling you when he got home. The man sounded anything but pleased. Then, there was a god-awful noise on my end, and next thing I knew, you were gone. I tried calling you back all night, but it kept going right to voicemail.”
 
   Deep shame flooded her. In the chaos that followed, she’d all but forgotten what her friend must have heard before Sebastian had taken her phone and smashed it. Not to mention how the exchange must have sounded. A quick glance at Henderson assured her he was listening to the conversation. Curiosity burned in his stare, but his face remained passive and he said nothing. Lowering her head, she tucked her hair behind her ears.
 
   “I’m fine, Irene. Really. I don’t know what happened. My battery must have died or something.”
 
   “Taylor, sweetie…you can talk to me. You know that, baby girl. I just heard everything this guard here said. You’re not allowed out, and no one else is allowed in? What kind of fucked up deal do you have going on here, honey? Are you in trouble?”
 
   She wanted to sink into the ground and disappear. Humiliation and anger warred inside her, each fighting for the upper hand. “No! It’s not like that, Irene! You have no idea what’s going on around here. Sebastian’s had some complications at work. The guards are here to keep us safe. It’s just a safety precaution, that’s all.”
 
   “Sounds like he’s trying to control you if you ask me.” 
 
   “Well, I didn’t,” Taylor muttered, glancing back toward the house. 
 
   “All right, Tay. I don’t mean to be pushy, but you have to understand, you’re like a little sister to me, and I know you ain’t got no Mama to look after you. Don’t be mad at me for worrying, okay?”
 
   A reluctant smile played on her lips as she turned her attention back to her friend. “Okay.”
 
   “Now let me see that rock.”
 
   Sticking her hand through the gate, Irene beckoned for her fingers with mock impatience. Her eyes widened as she twisted and turned the three-stoned platinum band with an admiring gasp. “Jesus, girl. Be careful when you go outside. People might think you’re throwing out the bat signal. Seriously,” she said, “you could blind someone with that thing. It’s gorgeous!”
 
   “Thank you,” Taylor said, blushing.
 
   “I mean it. I’ve never seen a ring sparkle like that before unless it was under the jewelry store lights. The diamonds are perfect. Big enough that you can’t miss them, but not so big as to be gaudy. They look pretty flawless, too.”
 
   She laughed, arching a brow at her friend. “I had no idea you were such an expert gemologist.”
 
   “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, sugar,” Irene confessed with a lecherous grin. “My mom always scolded me growing up. She said I had champagne tastes and a beer budget. I guess some things never change.”
 
   Taylor rubbed the chill from her arms and shook her head. “I guess not, but there is a simple enough solution. They sell six-dollar bottles of bubbly at the grocery store. I’ve seen them.”
 
   The redhead burst into laughter. “Taylor McAvay! I’d slug you if I could. You are such a smartass!”
 
   Smirking, she cast a look Henderson’s way. “I don’t think my bodyguard would like that.”
 
   “No, Ma’am,” he agreed. “I wouldn’t. I don’t think Mr. Baas would appreciate the gesture either.”
 
   Sobering, Taylor nodded. Her shoulders lifted and she did her best to mask her disappointment as she forced a smile for her friend. “I should go,” she said reluctantly. “Sebastian got hurt pretty bad at work last night. I should head back inside in case he wakes up and needs me.”
 
   Worry lined Irene’s overly made-up face. Foundation caked in the creases around her mouth. “Is he okay?”
 
   “Yeah. He’s pretty banged up though and I don’t want him roaming around trying to do things for himself. That man is nothing if not stubborn.”
 
   “Aren’t they all?” Irene muttered. “Especially those alphas.” A quiet sigh wafted between them. Reaching out, she took Taylor’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’ll let you get back to your handsome Fed. Promise me you will call if you need anything, though. Anything at all.”
 
   “I’m not letting you give him a sponge bath, Irene.”
 
   Much to her surprise, Henderson snorted and tried to cover it by coughing into his fist. His eyes sparkled though as he glanced between the two of them. Irene laughed even harder, adding fuel to the humor with a disgruntled snap of her fingers.
 
   “Damn,” she scoffed, not bothering to mask her disappointment. “I mean it though, Tay. Give me a call as soon as things get back to normal or if you need a helping hand. Sponge bath or not,” she teased. “Don’t make me come screaming your name at the gates again, Rapunzel, because you know I will.”
 
   “I know, and I love you for it. I’m just not sure why.”
 
   “Well, that’s easy, sugar. We both know I’m completely irresistible,” the coppertop teased with a coy smirk. “I’ll see ya later, doll. Stay in touch.”
 
   As she watched Irene sashay back to her car with an exaggerated swing of her hips, Taylor shifted her weight from foot to foot, trying to shake the numbness and cold seeping into her feet. Her awkward dance drew an amused smirk from Henderson, who merely nodded toward the house in mute suggestion. Offering him an apologetic grin, she bolted up the front walk, wincing as the pins and needles feeling in her toes intensified.
 
   After pushing the front doors open, her gaze travelled to the top of the stairs in search of Sebastian. She’d fully expected to see him standing there, waiting for some sort of explanation for her actions, his Sebby senses on full alert. Her mouth fell with a worried frown when she found the landing empty and the house silent. The stillness drove home just how serious his injuries were. Nothing escaped his attention, and if the commotion outside wasn’t enough to disturb him from his slumber, nothing short of a natural disaster would.
 
   Shoulders slumping, Taylor eased the doors shut behind her and reset the alarm as a conflicting surge of emotions washed through her. Sometimes, victory was strangely bittersweet.
 
    
 
    
 
   A potent combination of painkillers kept Sebastian asleep most of the time, but despite the semi-coma, he frequently startled awake in the throes of misery, moaning and biting back cries of pain as he clutched at his head. She sat by helplessly, her heart breaking as she rubbed soothing circles on his back while he rocked himself through the worst of it, often tearing at his own hair in frustrated agony. The days were long, and trying. The concussion and medications hit Sebastian hard thrusting him from a strong, self-sufficient man to helpless in the blink of an eye. Shame branded his face and whenever he was awake, he’d whisper dazed apologies. Taylor did her best to silence and reassure him. She brought him his meals, most of which went untouched, helped him bathe, and spent long hours sitting beside him watching him dream. Most of all, she prayed for his speedy recovery.
 
    
 
   Taylor swayed in place, grooving to the upbeat country song as she flipped the bacon and checked the eggs. She hummed beneath her breath and eyed the filling coffee pot before casting a curious glance at the floor above. Lips twisting in confusion, she quirked a brow at the sound of the shower running upstairs. She struggled with the desire to check on him. It had been a week. Yesterday he’d seemed stronger, not to mention testier. His eyes had lost the glassy appearance and though pale and haggard, he’d looked more like Sebastian. It was obvious being bedridden was weighing on him. Sebastian wasn’t used to being helpless. She was putting the finishing touches on his breakfast tray when strong arms suddenly circled around her from behind. Her heart pounded for a moment until her lover’s familiar scent surrounded her and she sighed with relief. Gently easing her head back to rest against his shoulder, she relished in the feel of him. It had been too long. 
 
   “We’ll eat breakfast in the morning room,” he said softly. 
 
   The rasp of his voice sent a delighted shiver down her spine. He sounded stronger, more sure of himself. Her heart swelled. Turning in his arms, Taylor grinned and leaned up for a kiss. The feel of his fingers threading through her hair and his lips against hers were pure heaven.
 
   “You look good. Are you feeling better?” she said, running her hands over his face. He’d even shaved and slicked his hair into some semblance of order. Sebastian winked and brushed his knuckles across her cheek.
 
   “Much. Are you going to let me eat before my food gets cold, or are you going to keep staring?” he asked.
 
   She colored despite the smile he fought to suppress. His eyes betrayed him. Humor shimmered in the pale green pools. She remembered just how easily she could lose herself in those hypnotic depths. Wresting her gaze away, Taylor resisted the urge to bump him with her hip for the teasing and giggled. “I suppose I can feed you.”
 
   Sebastian winked and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Wise choice.”
 
   They ate in silence for the most part. The last few days had caught up with him, and he attacked his food like a starving man. She lifted an eyebrow when he reached across the table to steal a piece of toast and bacon off her plate, his expression sheepish.
 
   “Would you like me to make you more?” she asked, trying to shield her amusement.
 
   “No, baby. I’ll survive until lunch.”
 
   “I missed you,” she admitted with a shy smile. “This.”
 
   He nodded, shoveling the last of his eggs on his fork. “Me too, darling.” A heavy sigh lifted his shoulders and his gaze met hers across the rounded table. “I hate that you saw me in that condition, Taylor. That man, that person is not who I am. I’m not weak.”
 
   Her mouth fell open. Reaching out, she draped her hand over his forearm. “Oh my God, Sebastian. I never thought that about you. Ever. You’re the strongest person I know.”
 
   He dumped the eggs off his fork and pushed them across his plate, still refusing to meet her stare. “I only came home to be with you. I wanted to see you, to know you were safe. Otherwise, I would have just stayed in the infirmary.” His mouth whitened with a grim press and his expression hardened. “I just wanted you to know it was the medication laying me up for the last week, not some shortcoming on my end.”
 
   “I know, Seb,” she said, squeezing his arm. “They wanted you to rest as much as possible so you could get better. Marx called to check up on you.”
 
   He set his fork down and sat back, his eyes flying to hers. His brow crept lower with his frown. “What did you tell him?”
 
   “I told him the truth—that you were sleeping. He told me the meds would do that and to let you rest.”
 
   His jaw knotted and he shook his head. “I don’t want you talking to him, Taylor.”
 
   “I didn’t recognize the number. It’s not like I knew who it was,” she said, trying not to pout at the hard edge in his voice. 
 
   “Now you do,” he bit back, tossing his napkin on his plate. “Don’t do it again.”
 
   Blinking against a wave of confusion, she watched as he crossed the room and stomped on the pedal for the stainless steel trashcan, popping the lid. He emptied his plate and rinsed it. As he made his way to the dishwasher, his eyes locked with hers.
 
   “He has the number for my cell, Taylor. If Marx wants to talk to me, he can call that. He has no business calling the house phone.”
 
   “I know. I just…I don’t think he wanted to bother you.”
 
   He stared at her for a long moment. Shaking his head, he opened the dishwasher and loaded his plate. “Is this going to be an issue?” he asked without looking up.
 
   “No, Sebastian. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. You’re supposed to call him back when you’re feeling better.”
 
   “It can wait a few days. If you’re done eating, come clear your plate.”
 
   Taylor shivered at the forced civility in his voice. It made his husky rasp even more pronounced, and not in a good way. The sudden tension made her nervous and her hands trembled slightly as she carried her plate into the kitchen. Sebastian leaned against the counter, his hands braced against the black granite ledge on either side of him as he watched her. Swallowing against the knot in her throat, she dumped her plate and rinsed it. After adding the skillets to the dishwasher and wiping the kitchen down, she took a deep breath and walked over to where he still stood waiting. Lifting her eyes to his, she ran her palms over his chest. Sebastian cocked his head in question, but his body relaxed, some of the tension ebbing from his frame at her touch. Pressing closer, she rested her cheek against his shoulder and gently massaged his nape.
 
   “I’m sorry if I upset you,” she murmured. “I love you. Please smile. You have no idea how much I’ve missed seeing those gorgeous dimples.”
 
   Sebastian gave a dry chuckle. His hands cradled her hips as he peered down at her. “Did you, now?” he asked, lifting a brow. 
 
   “Mmhmm.”
 
    His shoulders shook with amusement. His hand moved to her throat, kicking up a fearful drumroll in her chest until he tipped her chin up and kissed her. 
 
   “Mm, I don’t know, darling. If you want my dimples, you’re going to have to work for them,” he murmured, keeping his lips pressed to hers with a taunting smirk.
 
   “That’s okay. I’ll always have your curls,” she whispered, reaching up to plow her fingers through the thick tumbles. Joy flooded her when he made no move to stop her.
 
   He settled his forehead against hers. “You’re such a cheeky little minx. I should punish you for your sass.”
 
   She batted her eyes and offered her most adorable smile. “But I’m cute and you love me.”
 
   This time his laughter was deep and true. He winced briefly, but his eyes sparkled as he tugged her closer and ground her hips against his in a suggestive roll. “That you are, and that I do, but that won’t save you, sweetheart. I’d start bartering if I were you.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t one to barter, Special Agent Baas,” she teased, fixing him with a mock pointed look. “Your words, not mine.”
 
   His eyebrows shot up in a brief bid of surprise, and for a moment, Taylor feared she might have crossed the line with her play. His head tilted in thought and Sebastian responded with a slow nod. She shivered slightly as he stared down at her, his expression unreadable.
 
   “So you remembered. What an astounding memory you must have,” he mused in a slow, soft tone. “Just this once, I might be willing to make an exception in your case. That’s going to depend on you. The clock is ticking, Miss McAvay. Make your move.”
 
   She tamped down a tremble and swallowed, no longer certain of where they stood. Sebastian’s piercing stare and stoic features lent no clue either way. Taylor bit her lip and pondered the effect her lover must have on the people he interrogated. They didn’t have the comfort or reassurance of his love to hide behind or help get them through. She did, and there were still times Sebastian managed to scare her senseless. A chill ran through her, and she realized just being in their shoes and seeing him glare would be enough to make her break. Maybe the better question would be how the hell anyone managed to hold out long enough to die from anything other than fright. Especially with Josh or someone like Marx teamed at his side. She shuddered.
 
   Forcing her thoughts back to the present, she pulled his hand off her hip and tugged him toward the living room. The look he gave her told her he still wasn’t convinced. His chin jutted with stubborn pride, and his lips puckered into a skeptical purse. Leading him to the front of the couch, she lifted the hem of his black tee and popped the clasp on his khaki cargos. He lifted a brow as she urged his low-slung hip briefs down with his pants. Planting a hand against his delicious abs, she coaxed him to sit. The crisp leather creaked, dispelling a soft hiss of air beneath his weight as Sebastian eased onto the cushions. His head fell back and he stared at her in silent expectation.
 
   “Comfy?” she asked, kneeling between his thighs. She ran her palms over the lean, hard muscles. The man didn’t have an ounce of softness anywhere.
 
   “I’m getting there,” Sebastian stated quietly. “Yet I’m also growing very uncomfortable.”
 
   “Let me fix that,” she whispered.
 
   He stiffened as she released her breath against his skin and worked her way up his thighs in a slow crawl. His hand locked in her hair, and he hauled her closer with a gasping inhale. She chanced a peek at his face. Impatience and need stamped his rugged features. His eyes locked with hers in warning, and Taylor offered a smile before lowering her gaze with a demure sweep of her dark lashes. The gesture wrung a ragged groan from Sebastian and his shaft jumped.
 
   Wrapping her hand around the thick base, she plunged her mouth down around him. Sebastian hissed a sharp breath through his teeth, his hips jerking off the couch. She moaned around him, loving the way the vibrations travelled through the entire length of warm, soft steel sheathed in her mouth. His grip tightened in her hair with urgent pleading. Taylor hummed with pleasure, drawing him deeper. Hollowing her cheeks, she sucked the velvety rod, swirling her tongue and twisting her hand around the rigid base. 
 
   Sebastian’s hold on her hair set the tempo. His raspy moans bounced unchecked and provided the song to which she danced. He tasted of sweetness and salt. Danger and decadence rolled through her senses, heightening her desire. Her fingers sank into the corded muscles of his thighs as he picked up the pace. Her head swam and a drunken dizziness threatened to carry her away. His breath came harder and faster until his hips rose up to meet her and he pushed into her throat with a hoarse cry.
 
   His chest rose and fell in tandem with her rapid heaves as she swallowed his offering and lavished his skin with breathless kisses. Sebastian stroked her head, his strong fingers massaging the roots he’d yanked only seconds before. Licking her lips, she glanced up at him and almost melted onto the floor. He was staring at her through half-hooded lids and a wide, dimpled smile lit his entire face. She grinned back. He’d never looked more boyish or handsome, and his bliss made her heart soar.
 
   “So…do I win this negotiation?” she asked, kissing his leg. The light smattering of coarse hair covering them tickled her chin and she rubbed her cheeks against them with a contented purr.
 
   “That you do, darling,” he murmured. “Now get up here.”
 
   “What if I say no?”
 
   His voice was low and sinister as he cocked a tawny brow. “Do you really want to find out, Taylor?”
 
   “No,” she whispered, leaning up to kiss the hard swell of his abs. “But I wanted this to be about you and your enjoyment, not me.”
 
   His smile deepened as he studied her and shook his head. “After all this time together, you still don’t understand do you, darling? Giving you pleasure brings a vast amount of enjoyment to me. You are my enjoyment.” He threaded his fingers through her hair and gave it a gentle tug. “Now lose the pants and get up here. Don’t make me ask you again.”
 
   “Yes, Sebastian.”
 
   His chest rumbled in approval. Sitting up, he slung his arms across the back of the couch. His eyes were studious and intent, watching her every move as she peeled out of her clothes and joined him. Turning to the side, he patted the top of the cushions. Her cheeks burned when she realized his intentions. Lowering her head to hide behind the dark curtain of her hair, Taylor perched on top of the couch, her blush deepening as he urged one leg over his shoulder. The initial touch of his tongue was shattering. Hot and moist, it sent a jolt of pleasure through her starved body so raw and powerful it almost sent her toppling over the edge of the couch. Sebastian’s strong hands snared her thighs, saving her, and the house rang with his laughter.
 
   Clearing his throat, he regained his composure. Amusement shimmered in his eyes. “Do us both a favor here, sweetheart, and hold on to something.”
 
   “If someone didn’t turn my world upside down, I wouldn’t have to.”
 
   “Taylor…” 
 
   His voice carried a hint of warning, and she batted her eyes. “Yes, Sebby?”
 
   His gaze locked with hers. Though he tried, he couldn’t hold his smirk at bay. “Nice try, baby, but that innocent act of yours doesn’t fool me,” he murmured, trailing a finger up the inside of her thigh. “Not for one second.”
 
   The slow deliberation in his last words sent a stab of heat straight through her core. Her fingers clamped around the ledge of the couch as his hot breath fell against her. The textured spear of his tongue parted her lips and she whimpered as it darted swift and true against her. Pleasure electrified her nerves. Colors danced behind her closed lids. Within seconds, her breathing hitched and her body tensed. Wave after wave of ecstasy battered her without mercy. Cool leather caved beneath her fierce grip, and she surrendered herself fully with a ragged cry.
 
   Sebastian stared up at her face as he bit the soft swell of his bottom lip. A low growl rumbled through him. She cried out as he hauled her off the edge of the couch into an awkward straddle. Her breath left her in a wavering gasp as his hips surged up and he filled her without warning. The feeling of him buried deep inside her had never felt more glorious. A lazy, contented grin played on Sebastian’s face as she gripped the back of the couch and posted in a slow, steady rhythm. She relished the strong grasp of his hands and the smooth press of his palms as they guided her. Already sated, neither one of them was in any hurry to finish. Late morning stretched into early afternoon before they finally gave in and catapulted over the edge together.
 
   Taylor murmured incoherently as Sebastian eased her down and stretched out behind her. His arms circled her body, wrapping her in warmth and safety as he drew her closer. She shivered as his lips brushed across her nape in a tender caress, his breath scalding against her cooling skin.
 
   “Sleep, baby,” he whispered. “You’ve earned it.”
 
    
 
   It took quite a bit of maneuvering, but he managed to ease out from behind Taylor without waking her. Wincing at the pain still branching through his side, Sebastian rubbed the bleary fog of slumber from his eyes and reached for his pants. After tugging them up, he started to pad toward the half bath off the hall and froze. His gaze darted to the windows lining the rear wall of the house and a hushed curse left his lips. He’d forgotten about the security patrolling the premises. His eyes narrowed and annoyance tightened his chest as he watched the dark figures roam the grounds, their black fatigues standing out like targets in his mind’s eye. Anger rocked his system. He couldn’t even enjoy a midmorning romp in his own home without having to worry about his privacy being invaded. The anguish and shame of the past few days came crashing back in full force and he snarled beneath his breath. Fucking Laychee. Everything boiled down to him. Every last bit of it.
 
   Frowning, he draped a blanket over Taylor to help keep her warm and shield her from prying eyes. The thought of someone looking at her and watching them as they made love forced him to clench his teeth so hard they ached. Rubbing at the pain behind his temple, he made his way into the bathroom. After draining his bladder, he washed up, splashed his face with cold water, and downed a handful of aspirin. He studied his reflection, not liking the tired lines or hollows. He’d slept enough over the past week. What he needed now was to build his strength back up—and a haircut. Taylor might love his curls, but the damn things were getting too long and out of control.
 
   He made his way back into the kitchen and glanced toward the window bay with a shake of his head. Things like privacy had never been an issue before. He’d lived alone, and his gated property was isolated at the top of a winding mountain road, but things were different now. He had Taylor to think about, as well as his own wants and needs. Truthfully, he missed seeing her stroll through the house in a sexy scrap of lingerie or, even better, nothing at all. Maybe it was time to start looking into motorized blinds—something to cover the back wall. Sighing, he pinched the bridge of his nose. The pressures and worries just kept adding up.
 
   He dragged a hand through his hair, scrubbed his scalp as he yanked open the refrigerator door, and surveyed the contents. They were going to have to make a trip to the grocery store soon. It was a miracle Taylor had managed to stretch things this far. He glanced back toward the couch and his heart swelled. She tried so hard to make him happy, and despite the occasional screw-ups, she was everything he’d dreamed she would be. As ridiculous as it sounded, he’d known that day in the woods that Taylor was the one. The submission was written in her eyes. He could feel it rolling off her. Sebastian’s mouth curved with the memory. His mythical little unicorn. She’d come to him innocent and untouched with an overwhelming desire to please. He bristled as he thought of Marx, his smile vanishing with a scowl. He’d be damned if anything was ever going to take her away.
 
   Forcing his attention back to the barren shelves, he pulled out a package of multicolored peppers and found them okay. Snaring an onion from the bin, he laid the vegetables on the counter and prayed there was at least one package of hamburger or ground sausage remaining in the freezer. He was in luck. Latching on to the mindless repetition and working as quietly as he could, Sebastian started browning the meat and dicing the rest of the ingredients. Within minutes, a blend of spicy aromas filled the house and the turmoil in his mind had dulled.
 
   He was scraping the last of the chili contents into the crockpot when Taylor finally stirred. Wrapped in the soft folds of the blanket, she leaned against the island and regarded him with a bemused expression. He wiped his hands on the dishtowel draped over his shoulder and glanced toward the counter.
 
   “Dinner is taken care of. It just needs a few hours to marinate. Did you sleep well?”
 
   She colored and nodded, her eyes darting to the counter. “You didn’t have to do that. I’m supposed to be taking care of you, not the other way around.”
 
   Sebastian crossed the room and pulled her in his arms. Pressing his forehead against hers, he pinned her with a look of gentle reproach. “Let’s get something straight here, darling. It is always my job to take care of you. We look out for each other. That’s what we do. Love isn’t a one-way street. Not with me.”
 
   “I know, but you need your rest.”
 
   He kissed the pouty swell of her lips and stroked the pad of his thumb across her cheek. 
 
   “And you don’t?” he asked softly. Seeing her lost expression, he shook his head. “I slept for an entire week, baby. How much more rest do you think I need? Trust me, Taylor, I’m fine. What I want now is to get back my strength, go to work, and nail Laychee so we can put this mess behind us and get on with our lives.”
 
   She winced at the steely determination in his voice, but leaned up to steal another kiss. “I believe in you. You’ll get him soon, Sebastian.”
 
   Adoration shone on her face, making the round, delicate features glow. She was so damn gorgeous it took his breath away. Running his hands through her gleaming sable hair, he pressed the tip of his nose against hers and gave it an affectionate rub. “You got that right, baby, and when I do, he’s going to pay for everything he’s put us though. I promise.”
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   Sebastian prowled the width of the conference room with his hands clasped behind his back. His hard expression and silence commanded the attention of the men seated at the long wooden table. Chairs creaked as several members of his team shifted in discomfort, waiting for him to speak. His cheeks tightened with disapproval as he fixated Vince with a cold stare. The blond quickly looked away. Several bruises and cuts still mottled the technician’s face. It was the least the man deserved, though Sebastian knew for a fact their conservative uniforms concealed much more than met the eye. Not bothering to hide his pleasure, he donned a callous smirk. Setting his shoulders, he turned on his heels and focused his attention on the rest of the room.
 
   “By now I’m sure most of you have heard about Pellagreeni’s unfortunate decision. I want to make one thing clear, gentlemen. The next time one of you compromises a mission or makes a piss poor judgment call that almost costs one of your teammates their life, I will end yours, and you had damn well better pray that man wasn’t me. I don’t take kindly to having to spend my time correcting other people’s mistakes let alone paying for them. Is that clear?” he asked, dropping his voice to a menacing rasp.
 
   A resounding chorus of “yes, sirs” greeted his ears. Clenching his jaw, he nodded. “See that it is. This is the one and only warning you are going to get. Marx brought me up to spee--”
 
   “The man had to take a piss, Baas. What do you suggest we do?”
 
   He cocked his head, his eyes narrowing into hooded slits. His chin jutted with a brief bid of fury as he stared at Dominic. “Did you just interrupt me?”
 
   “Not intentionally, but I’m requesting permission to speak freely, sir. Seriously, what do you expect us to do?”
 
   “What do I expect you to do?” he repeated. Strolling across the room, he braced his hands against the table and leaned over the man, forcing him to flatten against the back of his chair. “I expect you all to think and function at the capacity that you’ve been trained. Giving the rest of your teammates a heads up if you need to step away is not too much to ask. There’s no room for stupidity or incompetence at this table. If you still need someone to tell you how to do your job, then I suggest you stop wasting everybody’s time and get the fuck out of this room.”
 
   The man’s eyes flared, as much at the dismissal as his curse. The blood drained from Dominic’s face leaving behind a ghostly pallor. Glaring at him, Sebastian straightened with a disgusted shake of his head.
 
   “I am done taking it easy on you, gentlemen. The leniency I’ve demonstrated toward this team has given me nothing but headaches and a near trip to the morgue in return. You can stay in line on your own or SKALS will force you back there with the swiftest, most severe punishment possible. The choice is yours. Do not disrespect or disappoint me again.”
 
   Still fixing the group with a steely glower, he lowered into the chair at the head of the table. He reclined against the padded leather until the seat leaned back, the position helping to ease some of the tension in his shoulders. The creak sounded unnaturally loud against the hushed silence of the room. “Since Dominic saw it fit to interrupt things and prove the ineptitude of this team, one of you is going to tell me where we are at in this situation. For your sakes, I hope I like the prognosis.”
 
   His frown deepened at the stillness that followed. Most of the room refused to meet his stare. Brow lowering, he tented his fingers beneath his chin. Josh sat up but snapped his mouth shut at a discouraging shake of Sebastian’s head. Relief mingled with the frustration darkening his partner’s face. He understood the feeling all too well. Things did not bode well for them if the only man willing to speak up was the only one who didn’t have a reason to prove his worth. 
 
   Wes cleared his throat. Smoothing a hand across the top of his bald dome, he kept his gaze trained on the table but bravely broke the silence.
 
   “We’ve been keeping a close eye on the situation, sir. They’ve moved most of the weapons out of the warehouse and have stashed them in various locations throughout the state. One of Laychee’s underlings rented a commercial space outside of Flagstaff this week. We’re confident they will try to ship a majority of the weapons there within the next few days. There’s also the matter of Armando Soeleze. The Feds withheld the body as long as they possibly could. His brother’s funeral is tomorrow.”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “Good. That’s why I am here. Make sure every angle of that place is locked under heavy surveillance. Nailing Soeleze is the only way we are ever going to get to close in on Laychee”
 
   “That’s been done, sir,” Vince said.
 
   “I didn’t ask if it was done. I said make sure it is done properly. Amp up whatever measures you already have in place. I don’t want so much as one person blinking without our knowledge.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Has the BATF been notified of the situation?”
 
   “They have, sir,” Wes said, nodding. “They’re going to pick Armando up as soon as the services come to a close.”
 
   Sebastian cursed beneath his breath. “Why wait?”
 
   “I can only assume it is out of respect for the rest of the family, sir.”
 
   “Who knew other bureaus were so sentimental?” He scoffed then sighed. Raking his hands through his hair, he let his head fall back in a brief bid of frustration. “Okay. There is nothing we can do to speed them along. In the meantime, we are going to make one last move on Laychee. I want the son-of-a-bitch tagged with a micro dermal tracker, that way he’s locked into our sights with no escape.”
 
   “That might be difficult considering his background, sir,” Dominic stated. “The minute he feels so much as a twinge, the man is going to get suspicious.”
 
   Sebastian offered him an icy smirk. “Nothing about this job is easy, Agent Chase. That’s part of why you are paid so well.” Turning his attention to the rest of the room, he took a deep breath and stood. “Go home, relax, and get your heads on straight. Be ready for the call. I want this done tonight.”
 
    
 
   Taylor stood at the sound of the garage door rolling into its tracks. Wiping her sudsy hands on the seat of her jeans, her gaze darted to the wet floor with a small frown of worry. For a moment, she pondered grabbing the dishtowel and trying to wipe it dry, but there wasn’t time. The kitchen was too big and Sebastian was already home. Blowing out a deep breath, she swept her hair off her face with her forearm and hurried to the door. She caught him before he stepped out of the laundry room. Her heart faltered seeing the stern expression carved onto his chiseled features. Wincing, she wrung her hands.
 
   “Hi, handsome. You might want to leave your boots on,” she said, squirming in place.
 
   “Why is that?” he asked, hanging up his overcoat on a hook before turning to face her.
 
   Taylor swallowed and lowered her eyes. “The kitchen floor is still wet.”
 
   Sebastian scrubbed a hand across his mouth a couple of times and nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “I would have had everything done, but you came home so early.”
 
   “I said it’s fine, Taylor.” His voice hardened with an impatient edge. “Don’t make me repeat myself the minute I walk through the door. It pisses me off. Now come here,” he said, pointing to the spot in front of him.
 
   Feeling the blood drain from her face, she crept forward. She pressed her lips together and forced a wry smile that felt way too much like a grimace. Sighing, Sebastian snared her chin in his hand. The bite of his fingers was firm against her jaw, but the kiss he greeted her with was soft and tender. Wrapping her arms around him, she ran her hands up and down his back, drawing a quiet noise of pleasure from his throat. Taylor held her breath and clung to hope as he lifted her with ease and spun her around to sit her on the edge of the washer.
 
   “There’s my little minx,” he murmured, pressing his forehead against hers. “Are you that afraid of me, Taylor? Did you really think I would punish you for cleaning the house?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted quietly.
 
   His brow crept lower and he frowned, tucking the stray wisps of hair behind her ears. “I don’t expect you to have everything finished before noon, baby,” he said lifting his gaze to hers. Confusion and pain lingered in his pale green eyes. “Yes, I would prefer it if everything was done when I got home so we could just spend time together and enjoy one another, but I’m not that unreasonable…am I?”
 
   She chewed the inside corner of her bottom lip and shook her head.
 
   “No, Taylor,” he said softly. “That’s not an answer. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going through your head.”
 
   Her throat felt dry and constricted, and she battled the sudden, inexplicable urge to cry. She could feel the curious weight of his stare and the hurt rolling off Sebastian in waves. More than anything, she just wanted to fix it. Reaching up, she tried to run her fingers through his curls and tug him closer. Catching her hands before they reached him, Sebastian gently forced them back down to the washer and pinned them at her sides.
 
   “Don’t,” he warned. “Answer me.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, her voice bordering on a plea. “I just—last time you came home and things weren’t done, you got mad. Really mad.”
 
   “It was almost three o’clock in the afternoon and you were too busy yapping on the phone to come say hello to me. What did you think was going to happen, Taylor?”
 
   She gave a helpless shrug. Tilting his head back, Sebastian cast a frustrated look at the ceiling and sighed.
 
   “Okay,” he said, forcing his attention back to her. Patting her hip, he urged Taylor off the washer. “Go sit. We’re going to get some things straight.”
 
   She winced as she padded back through the kitchen and into the great room. By the time she reached the leather couch they usually used, her socks were soaked. She wiggled her toes in the fuzzy confines and blew out a deep breath as Sebastian lowered himself onto the cushion next to her. The cool leather made her shiver after the icy press of the washer lid. One corner of Sebastian’s mouth lifted. Reaching behind them, he pulled the fluffy cashmere throw off the back of the couch and draped it around her shoulders.
 
   “You don’t have to freeze you know. If you’re cold, you can turn the heat up, baby. I can afford it.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered.
 
   His dimples deepened and twisted in a show of thought. The couch creaked as he turned and braced his back against the juncture of the cushions and the arm to look at her. Plowing a hand through his curls, he rubbed the back of his head. 
 
   “I don’t have a lot of patience left today, but I’m going to explain this as best as I can. I didn’t punish you because the chores weren’t done. It was your lack of effort concerning me and everything else. It was pushing three. You weren’t working on getting things done. You didn’t even greet me; all because you were too busy talking to your friend. You come first with me, Taylor. Don’t ever put me last.”
 
   His words made sense. Feeling the burn of shame creep into her cheeks, she lowered her head and nodded. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know and, so far, you’ve proven it with your actions. So what had you in knots when I walked through the door?” he asked, tipping her face back up. “You never did explain that to me.”
 
   “I was afraid you’d get mad if your socks got wet,” she admitted, wiggling her toes again in a playful show. His slow chuckle was music to her ears, and her heart soared with his sheepish smile.
 
   “You’re probably right there, darling,” he said. “I can’t say that I would have been pleased, but that is the point I’ve been trying to make. You thought about the situation and what would make me happy. As long as you continue to do that, you and that sexy little butt of yours will be just fine.”
 
   She couldn’t help her giggle of relief. Crawling into his lap, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his heated skin. Closing her eyes, she pulled the warm, familiar smell of his body into her lungs and relished the feel as it washed over her senses. “I love you so much, Sebastian.”
 
   “Mm, that’s what I’ve been waiting to hear. I love you too, baby.”
 
   “Those are my favorite words…ever.”
 
   “Are they now?” he asked, twining his fingers through hers. “Second only to let’s go to bed, I would hope.”
 
   Taylor grinned, loving his playful mood. “Of course, Sebastian. How could they not be?”
 
   “Good.” He kissed her fingers and held her hands against his chest, lulling his head against the back of the couch to peer up at her with a lazy smile. “Because I need to head that way soon. It’s going to be a busy night.”
 
   “Is that why you looked so cross when you came home?” she asked, trying to mask her regret. As disappointing as it was to know they didn’t have the rest of the day to spend together, a small part of her understood and accepted the crazy hours that came with his job.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She wrinkled her nose and shrugged, her mouth twisting with a small frown. “It’s hard to explain. Sometimes, you walk through the door a different man. You look so angry and cold, like you’re ready to kill somebody and it scares me.”
 
   His forehead knitted as he pondered her statement. She watched as he grappled to find the right words, or maybe an explanation he thought she would understand. The scent of Pine-Sol and a brooding silence hung between them.
 
   “I’ve went over this with you before, Taylor. You have no idea what I have to deal with or the kind of person I have to be the minute I put on that uniform and walk through those headquarter doors.” Sebastian sighed. “It’s not something I want you to see. I try to protect you from all of that, Taylor. I do. I’m sorry I fall short of that goal sometimes.” He forced a smile that fell short of reaching his eyes. “Besides, after being away from you all day, what else do you expect?”
 
   She trailed her fingers over the strong planes of his cheekbones down to the dark golden stubble dotting his chin and the line of his jaw. “You’re silly, Sebs. Don’t blame your crankiness on me.”
 
   “Oh but, darling, it’s true. Being away from you drives me crazy.”
 
   “I feel sorry for your teammates then,” she said, fighting her amusement.
 
   “You should. I’m not an easy man to please, baby. At work or at home.”
 
   “You’re not so bad,” she stated softly.
 
   “You say that now, but I bet you would feel differently if I had my belt in my hand.”
 
   “That’s different,” she whispered.
 
   “How so?” he asked, lifting a brow. “It’s still me, Taylor. Perhaps not the side you care for, but it is a big part of who I am. I don’t regret the times I’ve punished you any more than I do the times I’ve had to discipline my men. Those corrections are meant to protect you—and them. Without standards, discipline, and order there’s chaos. If we don’t have those things and a basic measure of respect in our relationship, everything will fall apart. Without them at work, people will end up dead.” He frowned. “I only want what is best for everyone. I don’t know what part of that is so difficult to understand.”
 
   Her mouth opened and closed as he nudged her off his lap and stood. Gone were the boyish smile and the playful gleam in his eyes. The pale sage depths were once again hard and unrelenting as he stared down at her. Forcing a swallow, Taylor bit her lip, the leather cushions dispelling a quiet hiss of air as she shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “Finish what you need to do and think about what to order for dinner. I have some work to wrap up. Regardless of what time it is when we’re finished, I don’t expect to go to bed alone.”
 
   His tone brooked no room for argument. Not that she would have dared. Nodding, she lowered her head and scurried for the relative safety of the kitchen. She blew out a quiet breath of relief as Sebastian turned down the hall toward his study. Despite his military style boots and the hardwood floors, he moved swiftly and without sound. A shiver ran through Taylor as she watched him leave and she considered just how predatory Sebastian and the rest of the SKALS organization truly were. They moved with such stealth and speed no one would ever hear them coming. They’d never know death was breathing down their neck until it was too late. Shuddering, she snagged the plastic bucket off the floor and drained it in the sink. Her gaze traveled to the bay windows and the armed guards patrolling the grounds as she ran fresh water. Sometimes, she really hated his job.
 
    
 
   Sebastian rolled his shoulders, the crack of his neck sounded loud in the silence of the Com-Tech room. Green eyes narrowing on the monitor, he watched the grieving family with dispassionate interest. A young woman draped her body over the casket, wailing her anguish. He clicked through the file in his mind. She was the deceased’s sister. He briefly wondered if Monique would mourn his passing, before sweeping it from his mind as inconsequential. Sitting up, he leaned closer to the monitor as Laychee approached the head of the Soeleze clan. He couldn’t help but smirk as he noticed the man’s heart rate go up. Seeing that alone made the four hours they’d spent trying to tag the prick well worth the wait. 
 
   “My heart goes out to you, Armando. I’ve been in your shoes. These assholes took everything from my brother and didn’t even have the decency to leave us with a body to bury. I’m sorry for your loss, but I swear to you our blood will be avenged. Everything is in place,” Laychee whispered, his voice silky smooth over the wire. 
 
   “What is wrong with you compadre? Show some respect. Don’t blaspheme around the dead and never talk business at a funeral. You Americans have no heart,” Armando said, smoothing his hands over his impeccable Italian silk suit. “But you are right, these men will pay. First for the pain they caused me, and then for my brother’s death.”
 
   Sebastian clenched his fists at the veiled threat to loved ones, but fought the desire to roll his eyes at the insults and dramatics. Sparing a look at Josh assured him his partner felt much the same. He smirked.
 
   “You Americans,” Josh repeated in an exaggerated accent. “You have no heart. Especially youuu, Sebastian.”
 
   He snorted in amusement and knocked his partner’s jabbing finger away. Ignoring the baffled look Dominic cast their way, he perched on the edge of his seat as terse reports from their team and the joint tactical forces unit arrived in tandem. Several of the family members loitering outside the funeral home to smoke turned and bolted for the doors to warn Armando, but it was too late. Garbed in full out gear, the squad poured out of the van with weapons drawn. 
 
   A smile threatened to crack Sebastian’s composure. He always enjoyed this part of a mission. Even if he didn’t get to participate in the exhilaration this time around, he still felt a sick thrill of excitement as the swarm descended on Soeleze like angry bees. The warlord scrambled for the rear fire exits as a chorus of frightened screams and heartbroken cries erupted through the funeral home. Joint forces slammed people into walls or threw them to the floor, holding them at gunpoint as the unit made an effort to quell the chaos and clear a direct path to their target. Eyes gleaming, Sebastian leaned in, cupping his chin. So much for heart. Apparently, all traces of Armando’s fled the moment armed government forces burst through the doors.
 
   “Welcome to America, amigo, where we bring the heart and the heat,” Josh muttered, watching the gunrunner yank open the fire exits. 
 
   Sunlight spilled into the building, shattering the ambient glow. Soeleze froze as the business end of several semiautomatic rifles greeted his face and brought him up short. Another jammed into the small of his back, assuring him he had no escape. Defeat crept into his eyes, along with a fierce glimmer of rage, as a symphony of gruff barks erupted, ordering him to the ground. Armando screamed obscenities, writhing in fury as a heavy knee pinned him against the broken asphalt and another agent pinned his head. He bucked, heaping damnation on Americans and law enforcement officials alike when the metal cuffs locked around his wrists. Spittle flew from his lips in a frothy spray as he railed about the injustice and lack of human decency they were demonstrating. 
 
   His caramel skin flushed a dangerous shade of purple when one of the BATF stepped forward and patted his cheek, calmly informing him that the constitution didn’t protect scumbags like him or their right to mourn in peace.
 
   Sebastian sniggered beneath his breath. Spinning in his chair, he turned to Josh and accepted his partner’s high-five. The forceful clamp of Marx’s hands bit into each of their shoulders in a congratulatory squeeze.
 
   “Good work, gentlemen. That’s one less son-of-a-bitch our nation has to worry about, and it’s been a long time coming.”
 
   “That it has,” Sebastian agreed. His gaze darted to their director’s in silent question. 
 
   Feeling his stare, Marx glanced down at him, his generous lips curving in response. “Soon, Sebastian. Just be patient. Laychee will have his day.”
 
   “Patience isn’t part of my repertoire.”
 
   Marx offered a condescending smirk. “It will be in this instance.” 
 
   Ignoring the uneasy prickle dancing across his nape, Sebastian forced a curt nod, his fists curling. Every instinct he had screamed not to wait, but now wasn’t the time to argue. Marx wouldn’t appreciate a judgment call in front of the rest of the team any more than he would. In fact, it was a good way for someone to get their ass handed to them or spend a few days locked down for reconditioning. Neither was something he could afford at the moment. 
 
   Biding his time, Sebastian waited until Marx had finished congratulating the rest of the team and stepped out into the hall before leaving the room and falling into stride beside him. The big bull of a man shot him a curious glance but said nothing. He continued making his way down the dimly lit corridor to his office.
 
   Pausing outside his doors, Marx turned to him and lifted a thick brow. “What is it, Baas?”
 
   “With all due respect, sir, I think waiting is a mistake.”
 
   Marx cast open the anterior doors and gestured him inside. “Why would that be?”
 
   Sebastian waited until the director had finished pouring himself a tumbler of scotch and perched on the edge of the table. He doubted the liquor would thaw the wall of ice entombing the man’s heart, but it was possible it could help limber his thoughts. Declining an offer for glass with a polite shake of his head, he folded his arms behind his back and straightened. Standing in Marx’s office was akin to visiting the principal. It was never an enjoyable experience.
 
   “I believe it would be in everyone’s best interest to take Laychee down now, while he’s in plain sight and unattended. I find your decision to hold off baffling to say the least,” he stated in a measured tone.
 
   “I am sure you do, Sebastian. Perhaps you missed the part of the conversation where he said everything was in place, but I did not. Call me curious, but I would like to see what our little friend is up to.”
 
   “Call me cautious, but I would prefer we didn’t. This man has violated everything I hold dear. He had pictures of my family and damn near put me in a casket. I have no desire to see what he has planned next.”
 
   Marx downed his scotch and stood, wiping the corners of his mouth with his massive fingers. His deep ebony eyes swung in Sebastian’s direction and pinned him. “This isn’t about where you and your partner like to dip your wicks, Agent Baas. Nor is it some personal vendetta.”
 
   “Tell that to Laychee,” Sebastian said, stepping forward. “This isn’t about making money for him, or taking out some landmark. It’s about his brother. He’s not some fringe lunatic looking to make a name for himself and amp up his cause. He wants revenge.”
 
   “We don’t know that for sure, now do we, Sebastian?”
 
   “Open your fucking eyes, Marx!” He ignored the narrowing glint of the director’s stare. “None of this started until Todd became an issue. Steven Laychee wasn’t even on our map.”
 
   “An incident you incited.”
 
   He winced at the flat accusation. “He was out of line. He disrespected me in my home, in front of my team. You would have done the same.”
 
   “No, Sebastian,” Marx stated dryly. “I would have killed him, putting an end to any future problems right then and there. There was a time when you would have done the same. I’m not sure what’s going on in that head of yours lately, but I don’t like it. Not one bit. I believe the saying that applies best here is you made your bed. Now it’s time to lie in it.”
 
   His shoulders shook with a humorless laugh. Casting his arms out, he spread his palms and cocked his head. “So that’s it? You’re just going to let him kill me now?”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   Sebastian frowned. His lips pursed into a firm white line as his eyes narrowed in understanding. Challenge sparked in the pits of Marx’s unwavering stare. The smug look riding the director’s craggy face was almost his undoing. Balling his fists, Sebastian backed toward the door, forced a cold smile, and pointed. “If he goes after my family, I’m coming after you.”
 
   “Don’t make threats, Sebastian. I don’t take kindly to them.”
 
   “Take it however you want,” he said with an unapologetic shrug. “Just bear in mind who trained me and what they taught me to be.”
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   Shivering, Taylor burrowed deeper into the folds of her coat and adjusted her gloves. The late February air was cool and crisp, carrying with it a touch of winter and the vibrant promise of spring. Several wisps of hair had torn free from her loose ponytail and whipped against her face each time the wind swept down off the mountainous slopes. Henderson, the head of security, stood posted nearby with his rifle cradled in his arms as he watched her clean out the traces of dead leaves and stems from the beds lining the back of the house. Every once in a while, he would meet her curious glances with a smile or a nod. By the end of the afternoon, she’d decided he wasn’t as terrifying as she’d initially made him out to be. He looked to be slightly older than Sebastian’s thirty-two years, probably in his early to mid-forties. Errant strands of silver peppered his dark hair, and though his skin was weathered and creased from constant exposure to the elements lending him a rugged look, there was something quiet and subtly kind about the man.
 
   “Perhaps you should go inside for a while and warm up, Miss McAvay.”
 
   She startled slightly and turned to peer over her shoulder at the guard. It was the first time he’d spoken in the three hours she’d spent outside. Brushing a tickling strand of hair away from her nose with the back of her hand, she offered a sheepish grin. “I will. I just wanted to finish up this section first.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.” A small smirk rode the corners of his lips as he gave an agreeing nod and turned his attention away. 
 
   Biting her lip, Taylor grappled with conscience and pity. It never occurred to her just how many hours these men spent outside in the wind, snow, and cold over the past few months keeping them and their home safe. Despite the heated guard shack, she had no idea how they managed. She frowned noting the slight shiver running through the man. Standing, she brushed the dirt off the knees of her jeans and flashed a tentative grin as Henderson glanced her way.
 
   “I could go for a cup of hot chocolate,” she said. “Can I get you or your men anything while I’m in there?”
 
   A baffled look lent his stern features a comedic air before he regained his composure. “In all honesty, I would kill for a cup of coffee right about now, Ma’am, but I don’t want to put you through any trouble.”
 
   “Well, don’t go on a shooting spree just yet, Rambo,” she teased. “It’s no trouble. One hot coffee coming right up. It’s the least we can do. And please stop calling me Ma’am. I’m only twenty and you’re making me feel old.”
 
   He laughed. “Noted. Thank you for the offer, Miss McAvay. That’s very kind of you.”
 
   “It’s not kind, Henderson,” she said. “Just human.”
 
   Her face and hands tingled when the basking warmth of the house engulfed her, bringing a fresh surge of blood to her cold-numbed skin. Tugging off her gloves, she blew between her fingers to restore the feeling then grabbed two mugs. Within minutes, both cups were steaming and full. She gave Henderson a thankful smile when he pulled the sliding glass door open for her.
 
   “I wasn’t sure how you take it,” she apologized.
 
   “Black is wonderful, Ma—Miss McAvay. Thanks.”
 
   Scrunching her nose with a playful grin, she waved him off and made her way across the expansive wooden deck and back down into the yard. Henderson took the same post he’d maintained earlier a few feet away from her, planting himself between her and the rear stretch of the premises. Shaking her head, Taylor set her mug down beside her and resumed weeding out the dead debris. The hot chocolate helped warm her until it, too, turned cold from the relentless February air. She was almost finished when the sliding glass door slammed open. Rearing up on her knees, she peered up at a wide-eyed and disheveled Sebastian. His shoulders dropped with visible relief upon seeing her.
 
   “Hi, handsome,” she said, standing to look up at him over the rail. She froze when his eyes narrowed.
 
   “What the hell are you doing out here?” he asked, his voice a strained rasp.
 
   Confused, she furrowed her brow. “Picking up the yard a little bit before spring. What’s wrong?”
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, gripping the railing as he stared down at her. “What’s wrong is I was worried sick, Taylor. I tried calling you three times and got no answer. Then, I came home and searched the house high and low for you. It’s not your job to clean up the yard. That’s what I hire gardeners for. Get inside. Now.”
 
   Swallowing, she hung her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
 
   “I didn’t ask what you knew. I told you to get in the house, Taylor. I suggest you do so now. Don’t make me say it again.”
 
   “Yes, Sebastian.”
 
   Henderson shifted uncomfortably. She colored as his dark brown eyes darted her way, his mouth turning down at the corners in a visible display of concern. After grabbing her mug off the ground, she hurried to jog up the steps. Sebastian glared down at her, shaking his head as he pulled the door open. She barely made it into the kitchen before his icy voice halted her in her tracks.
 
   “Is that one of our mugs, Henderson?”
 
   Taylor turned, wincing in apology behind Sebastian as the guard glanced between the two of them.
 
   “Uh…yes, sir. It is.”
 
   Sebastian nodded. “Give it to me.”
 
   Taylor backpedaled out of his way when he yanked the sliding door shut and rounded on her. The glowing ire in his eyes made her heart stutter and pound. His dry laugh made the fine hairs on her arms stand on end, and Taylor stood motionless as he scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck before flinging his arms out in askance.
 
   “I don’t even know where to start with you today.”
 
   “Sebastian, please, I’m--”
 
   He lifted a hand cutting her off. “No, Taylor. You’re not sorry. Not yet.”
 
   Her chest jerked with her shallow breaths as he prowled closer. Biting her lip, she took an uncertain step back, groping behind her for the support of the island in the kitchen.
 
   “Stop moving.”
 
   She trembled, fighting to get her body to comply. It was so damn hard when everything in her just wanted to run. Her legs threatened to buckle.
 
   “Would you like to explain to me how the head of security ended up with a cup from our house?” he asked, holding up the mug in question.
 
   Licking her lips, she tried to force the words past the dry, tight confines of her throat. “It was cold and I…he’d been standing there for hours watching over me. I thought he might be thirsty.”
 
   A terse smirk rode his lips. “You thought,” he stated, nodding. Approaching, he circled her in slow, deliberate steps. “I don’t think you thought about anything, Taylor. I keep those men stationed outside for a reason. I’ve told you before they are not here to socialize or provide you with entertainment. They are here to guard the premises and keep you safe. Nothing else.”
 
   “He was. Henderson stood there the whole time.”
 
   Sebastian flashed a patronizing smile. “Oh I’m sure he did, sweetheart. Gladly, and you decided to repay those efforts by what? Charming him and inviting him into our home for a cup of coffee?”
 
   Her face went numb as the blood drained out of it, leaving a tingling wake. Taylor swallowed, dragging her eyes up to his as she shook her head frantically. “No, Sebastian. He didn’t come inside. I swear. I would never do that to you. I would never disrespect you that way.”
 
   “Why should I believe you?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. “You disobeyed me. You disappointed me in everything else today. Why not that, too?” 
 
   She opened her mouth to answer but he silenced it with a stern shake of his head. Taylor whimpered when he snared her jaw with his free hand, the firm grip stilling her movements. 
 
   “I told you I didn’t want you talking to those men. I made that and my reasons why perfectly clear, yet here we are. You are cozying up to them in my absence and what…sharing a cup of afternoon coffee?”
 
   He launched the mug across the kitchen. It hit the maple cupboards under the sink and shattered. Taylor whimpered, biting back a terrified sob. Her heart threatened to explode right out of the front of her chest as she watched chunks of porcelain scatter across the smooth travertine floor. The remainder of Henderson’s coffee pooled against the stones in a dark puddle. Sebastian’s fingers dug deeper.
 
   “Answer me,” he warned.
 
   “N-no. It…it wasn’t like that. I swear. I just felt sor-sorry for him.”
 
   His shoulders jerked with dry humor. “I feel sorry for you, Taylor,” he stated, softly stroking her hair. “Go wait for me upstairs.”
 
   Heart pounding, Taylor opened her mouth to beg him to believe her. The savage look in Sebastian’s eyes ripped away any hope of understanding or compassion. His lean body shook with the force of his anger. She swallowed hard and bowed her head as she slipped past him. If he had to repeat himself again, he might very well explode. 
 
   Scaling the stairs took effort. If not for the solid support of the banister, she would have hit her knees. Her pulse roared in her ears as she opened the doors to the master suite. She considered locking them behind her, but knew it would only make things worse. He’d get in one way or another and then she would pay twice as bad. If she was lucky enough to get off that easy. She’d lived long enough to know luck was seldom on any McAvay’s side.
 
   Lowering onto the lush micro suede loveseat in the sitting room, she pulled off her coat and wrung the hem of her tee shirt in her lap. The minutes ticked by into an agonizing eternity while her stomach rolled and twisted into sickening knots. A block of dread closed around her heart as she watched the numbers on the wall clock shift. Somehow, the suspense made things so much worse. She wondered if Sebastian knew that and decided he did. It was what he wanted. Certain she was going to ruin her shirt for good, she forced her attention elsewhere and traced abstract patterns on the soft beige fabric covering the cushions.
 
   Her head snapped up at the soft click of the latch releasing in the doors. Her heartbeat pounded in the base of her throat as she watched Sebastian pull them shut behind him. When he stepped into the room, it took everything she had not to fling herself at his feet and beg forgiveness. His hands clenched behind his back and her terrified brain couldn’t help wondering if that was to prevent them from going around her neck. She swallowed. 
 
   “You’re a lucky girl, Taylor, so very lucky,” he said softly. “Witnesses and evidence support your story.”
 
   Witnesses and evidence? She barely had time to ponder his words before relief rushed through her trembling body, and she opened her mouth to thank him. A quick slash of his hand through the air locked the words in her throat.
 
   “That doesn’t let you off the hook. It doesn’t change the fact that you disobeyed me and showed a complete lack of common sense. You aren’t a stupid woman, Taylor. Why is it that you insist on making bad decisions? No,” he said, shaking his head as if to correct himself. “It doesn’t matter why. You are fortunate to have me to look out for you. This is something we will continue to work on together.” 
 
   Fresh terror froze the blood in her veins. When words failed her, she held up an imploring hand. 
 
   “Get undressed.” 
 
   Her head shook franticly as his hands landed on the heavy buckle of his belt. She was positive only her obedient fingers fumbling with her clothing kept him from snapping at her silent denial. 
 
   “What part of that can you possibly disagree with, Taylor? Does it seem sensible to you with everything going on for you to kneel out in the open for hours where Laychee or a sniper could pick you off? Is it a sound decision to distract a bodyguard from his job with idle chit chat or to fill hands meant to be around a gun with a coffee mug?” 
 
   A sob broke in her throat as she shook her head harder. A brief glimmer of desire lit his pale eyes as they raked over her now naked form. Sebastian’s expression hardened before he turned away and a deep stab of guilt mingled with the fear wracking her from the inside out. The metal belt buckle jangled as he pulled the strap free and used it to point to the end of the bed.
 
   “You know the routine.”
 
   Burying her face in the comforter did nothing to muffle her cry when the belt sliced through the air and landed across the back of her thighs with a startling snap. An instant line of fire ignited in its wake. Another followed in quick suit, wresting a strangled scream from her throat. The thick strap bit into her skin in a series of rapid strikes. Fisting the black and silver blankets, she writhed in place, trying to diffuse the sting. The blows came harder. Realizing her mistake, Taylor stilled in surrender. She stiffened, crying out as the menacing kiss of leather branded her body. It licked across her thighs and the swell of her ass, leaving a slow, deliberate burn until her sobs, too, ceased. 
 
   The gentle glide of Sebastian’s fingers was jarring. She whimpered as they rekindled the lines of fire that branched across her flesh. She shuddered, biting back a cry when he cupped the upturned globes of her ass and molded them in his palms. A low groan vibrated in the base of her throat as the sting increased and snaked across her skin.
 
   “You are very lucky, Taylor,” he mused in a quiet rasp. “Things would have been so much worse if you had lied to me. So much worse. Don’t ever disobey me or go against my wishes again. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, Sebastian.” Taylor sniffled, trembling as his hands continued their slow journey over her body. He leaned over her and his breath fell scalding against her skin.
 
   “You are mine,” he whispered against her ear. “Don’t forget that, Taylor. I will never share you with another man. Never.”
 
   She tensed upon hearing the telltale rustle of clothing behind her. A renewed surge of fear danced through her shell-shocked system. “I know, Sebastian. I don’t want anyone else but you. I swear.”
 
   He wound his fist in her hair and tugged her head back sharply. She moaned as he kissed the side of her neck and ground his erection against the welted globes of her ass. “That’s a very good thing, sweetheart,” he murmured into the arch of her throat, “because I would kill him before I ever let that happen.”
 
   She shivered at the hard edge of promise in his voice. Terror crawled through her veins. She closed her eyes as he rubbed her slit, turning the slight moisture gathered there into an eager flood. Taylor’s cheeks burned with shame as pleasure coursed through her. No matter what he did or said, her desire for Sebastian never fled. It came as naturally and ingrained to her as breathing. Surely, there was something wrong with that.
 
   His strong hands gripped her hips, his thumbs brushing the welted lines he’d lit across her skin. Unable to help herself, she moaned and rocked against him. An approving rumble vibrated through his chest, and she cried out in a combination of pain and bliss as Sebastian drove inside her. The hard slap of skin reignited the burn from the belt. His fingers bit deeper as he set a punishing pace. Taylor gripped the comforter, trying to steady herself as he pounded into her without mercy. Sebastian growled in pleasure. Rocking into the torment in a desperate bid to please him, Taylor met his forward thrusts. He angled her hips and mind-numbing ecstasy mingled with the pain. Within seconds, release swept through her ravaged form, drawing a hoarse scream from her lips. Colors clashed with fragments of light behind her closed lids until Sebastian stilled and his triumphant roar rang in her ears.
 
   Breathless, Taylor collapsed against the massive four-poster bed, her muscles still shuddering with the strain. The soothing lull of Sebastian’s voice gradually brought her back down as he rubbed slow circles between her shoulder blades. She dangled in his grasp as he dragged her up the mattress and eased onto the bed beside her. His lips brushed her brow as he held her close. 
 
   A tiny voice in the back of her mind protested, insisting it was wrong, possibly even warped to love someone who could hurt her and to crave him the way she did, but it was like a fever—a sickness with no cure. In the end, her heart and body won. Breathing the scent of him in, Taylor pressed closer and burrowed against Sebastian’s chest, relishing in the warmth and comfort of his embrace. Closing her eyes, she sighed and gave in to the pull of surrender. Deep down, she knew it was for the best. There was no escape. There never had been. Not with him. There was no way to resist Sebastian, no way to fight back or win. If she left, he would use every resource he had to find her. Marx might kill her. All she could do was raise the flag of defeat and give in. Time and again, she yielded, bending to this man’s will, submitting to his ways. Life was a constant battle of pleasure and pain at Sebastian’s hands, but there was no denying the sweetness of the reward in the end.
 
   His thumb brushed across her cheek, and Taylor’s eyes fluttered open to find his hypnotic gaze boring into her.
 
   “What are you thinking?” he asked.
 
   Taylor shrugged, uncertain how to put her thoughts into words and less sure she wanted to do so. She realized even that was pointless. He would just drag it out of her and probably end up cross because of those efforts. Blowing out a shaky breath, she tried to turn her attention to the ceiling, but he grabbed her chin, forcing her stare back to him. 
 
   “I just don’t understand what’s wrong with me,” she admitted. “Why I never…question what you do or say no.”
 
   His shoulders jerked in silent acknowledgement and his dark golden brows crept higher, lining Sebastian’s forehead. “What is there to question, Taylor? I make the reasons for your punishments quite clear.”
 
   “I mean you punishing me in general. It hurts. I don’t like it, but I just…let you do it.”
 
   His lips pursed for a second. “You let me,” he repeated. “You don’t let me do anything, Taylor. We’ve had this discussion before. Nothing you say or do is going to stop me. In fact, you trying will just make it worse, but if you want to try that route, go right ahead. See what that one gets you, darling.”
 
   “I didn’t mean I wanted to fight you! You asked what I was thinking. Wrong or not, I was just being truthful.”
 
   A terse smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “So was I. You know there will be consequences if you step out of line. You’ve known that from the beginning. I’ve never lied to you or hidden that fact. You’re the one who makes the choices that land you in trouble, not me. If you don’t like the results, I suggest you wise up and start making better decisions. We’ve been together long enough for you to know the rules and understand what I expect. Our relationship isn’t a game. I take keeping you safe and our life together very seriously. I advise you get your head on straight and do the same.”
 
   Her mouth fell open and snapped shut as the blood drained from her face. Swallowing, Taylor forced an adamant shake of her head. “Sebastian, please,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to upset you or make you think I was questioning you, I just...” She trailed off at the gentle press of his forefinger against her lips. He followed it up with a quick kiss.
 
   “Shh, baby, no.” His voice was soft and reassuring. “I will always strive to make you happy, Taylor, but first and foremost, it is my job to protect you and do what’s best for us. If I catch you putting yourself or our relationship in danger, the repercussions will be severe. I can’t turn a blind eye to you putting your life on the line. It’s not to be cruel. It’s because I love you, and I refuse to lose you. You have no idea how precious you are to me.”
 
    “I don’t mean to screw up. I wasn’t trying to disobey you today. Honestly, Sebastian, I didn’t think about it being dangerous. I just wanted some sunshine and fresh air, and it was nice to have someone to talk to for a minute, even if it was in passing.” She lowered her eyes against his unwavering stare. “I know it’s my fault, but I can’t even call any of my friends to say hello. All of their numbers were stored inside my cell phone, and I didn’t have them memorized. I wasn’t trying to put myself in harm’s way. My life was really boring and sheltered until you. Things like snipers never even crossed my mind. Smart or not, it’s hard for me to think about things the way you do. I just don’t see the world the same way.”
 
   He nodded and his expression softened as Sebastian palmed her cheek. “I know, baby. That’s why you needed this reminder. To help you think. I will always protect you and serve your best interests, even if that means saving you from yourself.” Rolling onto his back, he dragged a hand through his tousled curls and sighed. “If you can remember to keep your priorities straight, I will see about getting you a new phone and getting all of your data transferred.”
 
   “Don’t they need my old cell to do that?”
 
   A lazy grin split his face as he turned his head to look at her. “I think you are forgetting who I work for, darling.”
 
   Blushing, she lowered her head with an embarrassed nod. Her expression sobered. Reaching out, she traced the sculpted ridges and valleys of his abs. “Thank you, Sebastian. That would mean so much to me. I promise to keep up with things and not let you down.”
 
   Deep chasms carved his cheeks with his smile, and for a moment, she was awestruck by just how handsome he was when he was relaxed and happy. The mood wiped years off his face. A sweet, boyish charm replaced his usual stoic and stony visage. Just like his moods, it baffled her how quick one could replace the other.
 
   Pulling her close, Sebastian ran his fingers up her back, making her squirm. “Anything to make you happy, baby. Just bear in mind that it’s a two-way street and you don’t want me to have to remind you of that lesson again.” He kissed her head, silencing any reply. “Let’s grab a shower and get cleaned up. As much as I enjoy laying here with you, we still have a schedule to maintain and it’s time for dinner.”
 
    
 
   Sebastian kept a close eye on Taylor as she cooked, well aware of how nervous his presence was making her. He could see the apprehension in her eyes every time they darted his way. For a while, he simply studied her, gauging her body language and the way she moved as she seasoned the steaks and diced the potatoes. Though shaken, she didn’t appear overly unhappy. Maybe the offer to replace her cellphone had appeased her. He hated to backtrack and undo any progress they’d made, but her mindset was troubling. Then there were the questions and concerns she’d posed earlier. Both were problems he didn’t need. 
 
   His plate was full enough as it was, and now he had the added pressure of Marx breathing down the back of his neck and assessing his personal affairs. He couldn’t afford any more complications. Frowning, Sebastian adjusted his laptop and turned his attention back to the split video feeds of the warehouse and Laychee’s home. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared on either screen. Content with that knowledge, he shut the computer and wandered into the kitchen.
 
   Taylor stiffened slightly as he approached, making his gaze narrow. Saying nothing, he walked around her and grabbed a water out of the fridge. He twisted off the top and downed half the bottle before setting it on the counter and pitching the lid. Taylor seemed rooted. She stood motionless, tracking his every movement, and he felt her wide, grey eyes searching his face for some clue as to where his mood lay. Lips set into a firm line of displeasure, Sebastian shook his head.
 
   “Knock it off,” he warned in a low voice. “I’ve never lashed out or punished you without a reason, but if that’s the kind of relationship you want to have, it can be arranged.”
 
   She paled. Her teeth sank into the delectable swell of her lower lip as she shook her head. “No…please.”
 
   He lifted his chin and regarded her through narrowed slits. “It’s over with. I expect you to move on. You seemed fine earlier. What the hell is your problem?”
 
   “You’re making me nervous,” she whispered, wringing her hands.
 
   “Is that so?” Folding his arms, he released a quiet huff. “Let me clue you in on a little something here, sunshine. The way you’re starting to question everything between us is making me nervous. If you would just think about what’s going on and start taking responsibility for your own actions, I wouldn’t feel the need to babysit you and make sure you’re not doing anything else that’s going to get you in trouble. Slinking around and pouting is only going to piss me off more. Is that what you want, Taylor? Do you want me to punish you again?”
 
   Her dark hair whipped back and forth with her adamant denial. “No, sir.”
 
   “Then straighten up,” he snapped.
 
   She winced. “Yes, sir.”
 
   Anger rolled through his veins. Prowling closer, he tilted his head and studied her. A small tremble worked its way through her slender frame. Taylor dropped her gaze. 
 
   “Are you even paying attention to what I am saying, or are these just automated responses to shut me up and get me off your back?” he asked.
 
   Her anxious swallow echoed through the kitchen and broke the tense silence hanging between them. “I’m listening, Sebastian.”
 
   “I sincerely hope that’s the truth. This is twice now. I won’t have this conversation with you again.” 
 
   Tears swam in her eyes and her response was unintelligible. He fought the urge to slap the frightened look off her face and snapped his fingers, pointing to the cutting board. She stumbled as she spun back to her tasks. Her slender body shook from the inside out. At this point, he doubted she even had any control over it. If she kept it up, she was going to cut herself and they’d be making a trip to the hospital on top of everything else. 
 
   Grinding his teeth together, he counted to ten and took a deep breath. He was on edge. She wasn’t entirely to blame for all of the stress and tension, but the beaten dog routine wasn’t helping any, and it certainly wasn’t going to fly. 
 
   “Come here,” he ordered flatly.
 
   She dropped the knife, her terrified eyes flying back to his. He held a hand out to her and waited. Her steps faltered and for a moment, he thought she was going to hit her knees. The tight clench of his muscles eased a bit when she slid her hand into his. 
 
   “I need you to think about us right now, Taylor. With everything that is going on with Laychee, I have a lot on my mind, and my patience is at a minimum. I don’t always like what I have to be to do my job, but right now that coldhearted, calculating bastard is what is keeping you alive. You need to live with it. Tread softly and use your head—do the things you know I expect, and you will be fine.”
 
   She mumbled a quiet apology. Sighing, he scowled and moved to the cupboard. He poured himself a half tumbler of whiskey and wordlessly pointed to the potatoes she’d been chopping on his way across the kitchen. 
 
   The early evening wind hit him in an icy assail the moment he slid the glass doors open and stepped out onto the deck. As much as it frustrated him to be away from Taylor when he didn’t have to be, it was best he removed himself from the situation before he ended up doing something he’d regret. And he did regret punishing her. More than he cared to admit.
 
   Settling onto one of the padded loungers, he took a long drink and surveyed the grounds. The naked forms of maples, walnut, and aspen trees dotted the yard, mingling with the lush outlines of hearty firs and blue spruces. Finding his target, his gaze narrowed on Henderson. Despite the guard’s best attempts to veil it, Sebastian hadn’t missed the faint gleam of disapproval in his eyes when he’d questioned him earlier. The man was fond of Taylor. That much was obvious, and it was a fact that didn’t sit well with him. Not at all.
 
   Rubbing a finger over the stubble above his lip, Sebastian wondered if that kind of concern would become a problem in the future or prove beneficial. As much as he hated the thought of another man forming any kind of emotional attachment to Taylor, people always fought harder to defend the things they held dear. Conflicted, he swirled the amber liquid in his glass, his attention still locked on the head of security. As if sensing his stare, the guard turned with an uneasy glance over his shoulder. Sebastian cocked his head in interest. The man boasted an impressive set of instincts. Fortunately, that little display was something he could appreciate. It looked like tonight was Henderson’s lucky night.
 
   He downed the rest of the whiskey with a grimace. The burn diffused, branching into a pleasant warmth that helped dull his mind and ease some of the edge. Standing, he cast one last look at the security team before heading for the house. Taylor turned from the stove at the sound of the sliding glass door easing open. Though hesitant, her smile was a welcome sight. He crossed the kitchen in a few long strides and set his glass in the stainless steel sink before turning to wrap his arms around her waist. Resting his chin on her shoulder, Sebastian cradled her close. He closed his eyes, relishing her smell, as the warm scent of vanilla and cashmere washed over him. As always, they helped bring him back down, anchoring him in a place where it was okay to feel loved and safe.
 
   “Perfect timing. Dinner is just about done. Were your Sebby senses tingling?” she asked.
 
   He arched a brow in confusion. “My what?”
 
   She leaned into his embrace, and he buried his nose in her hair with an appreciative smile.
 
   “Sebby senses. They’re like Spidey senses, only better,” she explained. “You have this amazing insight and perception. Especially when it comes to people, like how you always seem to know where I am or what I’m thinking.”
 
   He nodded against her neck and cradled the curve of her hipbones in his hands, molding her against him. “It’s what I’m trained to do, darling,” he murmured. “I spent years learning how to read people, but you’re right. We have a very special connection. I know what you’re thinking because I’m in your head, Taylor. I know exactly how that mind of yours works, and I sense when you’re around because I can feel you,” he admitted, capturing her earlobe between his teeth with a husky murmur. “I can feel you pulsing beneath my skin.”
 
   A soft moan parted her lips when he ground against her, and Sebastian groaned with pleasure as she squirmed in his grasp.
 
   “D-dinner is done.”
 
   Her breathless stammer made him happy, knowing it was desire and not fear tripping her up this time. Reaching up, he trailed his fingers over the delicate line of her jaw. “Saved by the bell,” he whispered. “We’ll continue this later. Let’s get the food on the table.”
 
   They shared a peaceful dinner, and he had to hand it to her, nervous or not, Taylor still managed to serve the perfect meal. The steaks were pink inside, just the way he liked them, and the broiled baby red potatoes were seasoned and crisped just right. She’d even managed to sneak a dish of asparagus into the second oven. Yet another perk of having a state-of-the-art kitchen and a woman who was eager to please. He smiled to himself as he pushed his plate away. All those long hours spent cooking together was really starting to pay off. If he wasn’t careful, the little minx’s culinary skills were going to make him fat. The thought almost made him snort. 
 
   Marx would really have a fit then.
 
   He helped clear the table and put things away before settling down with his laptop while Taylor loaded the dishwasher and cleaned the kitchen. His ears strained, listening to the sounds behind him and keeping track of her movements as he studied the video feeds. A small frown creased his face upon finding no activity. Things were too quiet on the Laychee front, too still. Usually, there was at least one person coming or going from the warehouses or the man’s home. Tonight, both areas were a ghost town forcing an uneasy prickle to dance across the back of Sebastian’s neck as Laychee’s words recycled through his mind. 
 
   “I swear to you, our blood will be avenged. Everything’s in place.”
 
   He rubbed a hand across his nape and scowled. What was in place? What the hell was he up to? A million scenarios played out in his head, none of them good. Sebastian squeezed his sinuses and winced. He knew from experience, caution and security teams wouldn’t be enough to deter someone with Laychee’s experience. He dragged a hand down his face and peered into the shadows stretching across the yard. 
 
   Everything in him warned there was a storm brewing on the horizon. If he’d been blessed with any virtues at all, patience wasn’t one of them. His instincts screamed to pounce, to eliminate the threat. It was what he was trained for, to strike and kill first. This feeling of being the prey, bait, didn’t sit well with him. He glanced at Taylor. If Marx’s little fishing expedition hurt his family, the fucker wouldn’t live long enough to regret it.
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   The soft, golden haze engulfing his surroundings told Sebastian it was a dream, but he clung to it, not wanting to wake up. The crisp scent of bacon and coffee hung in the air, luring him down the steps. He prowled silently through the house, smiling to himself as he heard Taylor’s throaty voice wafting from the kitchen as she sang along to some bluesy Stevie Knicks tune. Gypsy, he believed. His mother had played that song often. It was amazing how much he missed her, and just how often that sentiment snuck up on him and caught him unaware. 
 
   After rounding into the kitchen, he froze and leaned against the archway, stunned by what he saw. Taylor’s dark hair spilled over her shoulders, the lighter chestnut highlights blazing like spun gold in the early morning sun. Happiness and contentment shone on her delicate features, and even her skin seemed to glow from somewhere deep within. He couldn’t remember her ever looking more beautiful or alive.
 
   Sebastian’s brow knitted as his gaze roamed over her curves in languid appreciation and locked on the rounded swell of her stomach. Once he realized he was still dreaming, the confusion passed as quickly as it came. The notion seemed as natural and welcome to him as breathing. He crossed the room in long strides, eager to greet both mother and unborn child. After dropping a tender kiss on Taylor’s lips, he crouched down to run his palms over her mounded belly. Fascinated and enthralled, he caressed the gentle swell and lifted his eyes to hers. Her smile melted his heart.
 
   “How are my two favorite people doing this morning?” he asked, straightening to snare her hips and cradle her closer. The warm press of her hands as they rubbed up and down his back was pure heaven and he closed his eyes with a contented rumble.
 
   “I’m wonderful,” she purred, nuzzling his neck. “As for our son, he finally wore himself out and went to sleep. I think I’m harboring a future kick boxing champion. The little fighter kept me up all night.”
 
   An unrepentant grin tugged his lips. “I’m sorry, baby.” 
 
   But he wasn’t. Not really. He was excited and proud. Damn proud. They were going to have a son. A little part of them, an extension of their love and the life they shared that would live on well after the both of them were dead and gone. He was pouring himself a cup of coffee and still trying to wrap his mind around that when the first shot shattered the silence. There was no warning, just a quiet ping and the telltale tinkle of glass as it exploded inward in a violent spray. 
 
   Sebastian whirled from the counter, the mug falling from his hands. He dimly registered the hot scald splashing against his pant legs, but he couldn’t move. His mouth opened and closed in soundless horror and he hit his knees, scrambling across the cold stone floor to get to Taylor. She lay motionless, a dark, sinister puddle pooling beneath her head. The frying pan she’d been clutching had fallen from her hand and still spun in a haphazard spin against the floor a few feet away. Agony clenched around his heart and squeezed the air from his lungs with an iron fist as he gathered her against him. Rocking her lifeless body in his arms, he cried and screamed her name.
 
   Sebastian sat up with a start, his breath coming loud and ragged in the quiet confines of their bedroom. Panting, he tried to gulp fresh oxygen into his aching lungs, his entire body still heaving with anguish. He fumbled blindly, ignoring the shrill ring of his phone, as he groped for reassurance beside him. Finding Taylor still there and breathing, he gave an audible sigh of relief. He wanted nothing more than to curl his body around hers, hold on tightly, and never let go. Shuddering, he swiped at the warm dampness still clinging to his cheeks and rolled toward the nightstand to reach for his phone. His voice came out in a choked rasp.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Sebastian?”
 
   Dominic’s voice caught him by surprise. Pulling the phone away, he squinted and double-checked the caller ID. “Yeah, what is it?”
 
   “We got problems, Baas.”
 
   “When don’t we? I’m trying to sleep here, so spit it out,” he snapped, finding some small semblance of himself again. His gaze travelled to the slender form outlined beside his and he combed a shaky hand through his hair. Jesus, he was a mess. He needed to pull himself together, and fast.
 
   “There’s a shipment coming in at the old warehouse. Word on the street is this is the final one and it’s packing a heavy punch. Marx wants you to meet me out there to get some intell.”
 
   He scowled in the darkness. “Why you? Where’s Josh?”
 
   “He called in sick.”
 
   “Give me twenty.” He hung up without waiting for a response. An icy rush of apprehension rushed through Sebastian’s veins. Staring at his phone, he frowned. Josh had seemed fine earlier, and it wasn’t like him not give some sort of heads up if he was going to be out of commission. His shoulders sagged with a sigh as he levered out of bed and staggered into the bathroom, mentally ticking off the rings on his partner’s end of the line. 
 
   Just before it kicked over to voicemail, a reluctant and sleepy sounding Josh mumbled a greeting. Casting a final glance toward the bed, Sebastian pulled the bathroom door shut behind him.
 
   “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Huh?” Josh muttered.
 
   “I need you to wake up and listen to me,” Sebastian hissed. “Did you tell them you couldn’t come in?”
 
   “What?” Blankets rustled in the background, and Sebastian heard the soft murmur of his sister’s voice as she stirred. “What are you talking about, Baas? I’m fine. No one even called me tonight.”
 
   Nodding, he dropped down onto the ledge of the tub. Sebastian’s stomach dropped. Tension wound through his muscles, making them throb. “I figured as much.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Concern edged into his partner’s voice.
 
   “I just got off the phone with Dominic Chase. He said Marx wants us to rally at the warehouse, and you were too sick to come.”
 
   “Shit,” Josh mumbled. “What the hell is he trying to pull?”
 
   “Which one?” Sebastian asked, trying to keep the disgust from his voice. “I know I’m walking into a potential setup here. The problem is I have no idea who’s behind it or how it involves Laychee. If it turns out Marx is the one behind this, I’m done. There’s no coming back for me. We both know that.”
 
   “Fuck, Sebastian. Do you think that’s the case?”
 
   “No. He might be a pompous prick, but he needs me. I think this has more to do with Dominic, but if I call Marx, word will spread. You know how that goes. It’s like a game of telephone. Somehow, word will end up getting back to Chase and he’ll call the whole thing off. I can’t risk that. This is my team. These men are my responsibility. If he’s switched playing fields, SKALS needs to know so we can handle our business and take his ass out.”
 
   “You aren’t going at this alone. Give me a few minutes. I’ll tail you and watch your back.”
 
   “No. It doesn’t do anyone any good if this is a trap and we both go down. I need you to have my back here, out of the line of fire.”
 
   “Seb--”
 
   “Listen to me,” he interrupted, cutting his partner off. “I’ll check in once an hour. If more than that passes without a call or a text coming through you’ll know I’m in trouble.”
 
   “A lot can happen in an hour, Baas,” Josh said. “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”
 
   “And you think I do?” he asked quietly. “Sit tight. If you don’t hear from me, send in reinforcements. The only way I’m going to be able to get to the bottom of things is if I know I have you as a safety net. I trust you, Josh. You’re the only one.”
 
   A startled pause ensued on the other end. “I know the feeling. Do you at least want me to come over there?”
 
   He grappled with the decision for a long moment, his heart pounding in his chest. As much as he wanted the extra reassurance that Taylor would be safe, he didn’t want his entire family gathered together in one place. It made things too simple, too easy for anyone wanting to take them out and rip away everything he loved in one single, devastating blow. That might be the sort of move Laychee was hoping for. Closing his eyes, he pinched the bridge of his nose and gave a slow shake of his head. His stomach churned as he fought to force the words past the dry constriction in his throat.
 
   “No. I can’t take that risk. Laychee might be banking on us to close ranks, and the last thing I want is to give him that kind of payday. You have your own fort to hold down. Keep your son and Monique safe. Just…whatever goes down, however things play out tonight, please make sure Taylor is okay.”
 
   “I will. I got you, partner. Always.”
 
   He hung up without answering. There was nothing left to say. The risk of not coming home again was something they faced every time they walked out the door. It was a risk everyone took whether they wanted to admit that fact or not. Even the average Everyday Joe stood the chance of getting hit by a bus when he crossed the street or wrapping his car around a telephone pole on the way home from work. When it came down to it, death was the only real guarantee life had to offer. As Marx so often liked to say, every day is just another game of Russian roulette. Some days you pull the trigger. Some days someone else pulls it for you.
 
   A cold sneer stretched across Sebastian’s face as he pondered those words. Let the sons-of-bitches try. He’d be waiting, even if guns weren’t his usual modus operandi. When it came to eliminating a threat, he preferred a much more up close and personal hands-on approach. It was more intimate and gratifying that way. When he shot, he shot to kill. 
 
   Bullets were a last resort—a way to put a swift, merciful end to someone’s suffering. They were an act of kindness in his mind. One he preferred to do without. He liked time to toy with his targets and make them think about what they had done. Sebastian’s resolve deepened as he walked into the bedroom and put his uniform on. If he had his way, Laychee was going to be thinking long and hard when all was said and done.
 
   After dressing, he crouched beside the bed and brushed his knuckles across Taylor’s forehead. A small smile played on his lips as he watched her lashes flutter against her cheeks before she stirred and peered back at him through the shadows. She stretched beneath the comforter with a quiet grunt before reaching out to wind her arms around his neck and draw him closer. Sebastian gathered her against his chest and held her tight, savoring her delicious smell.
 
   “I have to go, baby,” he murmured into the silky haven of her hair. “I just wanted to tell you how much I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too, Seb. Please be careful.”
 
   Smiling, he kissed her temple. “I will. Stay safe, darling. I’ll see you soon.”
 
    
 
   Darkness stretched across the overgrown yard, crawling between the empty shells of abandoned truck trailers and rail cars. Seeing them only sparked his anger. The last trip he’d taken to the warehouse had almost proved fatal. Sebastian cracked his neck and tightened his jaw. He did not intend to repeat that unpleasant debacle. His gaze narrowed as it traveled the length of the chain-link fence lining the perimeter before roaming across the obscure grounds. There was still no sign of Laychee or any of his goons. 
 
   Dominic shifted in the seat beside him, his attention trained on the computer monitor. Casting him a sidelong glance, Sebastian fought to keep both glare and scowl at bay. The car shimmied with the antsy bounce of Chase’s right foot. Despite his inability to sit still, the man was too rigid and apprehensive. His anxiety bordered on fear, only serving to heighten Sebastian’s suspicions. Rage threatened as he wondered what kind of simpleminded fool his teammate mistook him for. The thought made him want to gut the man now and spare himself the trouble of having to do it later.
 
   Sighing, he forced his attention back out the window. He really didn’t want to stain the Benz’s interior. The car was brand new and blood was a pain in the ass to get out.
 
   “I’m starting to think you dragged me out of bed just so you could spend a little quality one-on-one time alone with me, Agent Chase,” he mused in a soft voice.
 
   The man’s nervous laugh echoed through the car. “No, sir. I assure you this wasn’t my idea. It was Marx’s.”
 
   Sebastian gave a stiff nod. “So you claim.” He kept his expression passive and his stare trained out the side window while his teammate turned to search his face.
 
   “You don’t care for me very much, do you?”
 
   He fixed Dominic with a pointed look. “Why should I?” he asked flatly. “You’ve done nothing but disrespect and challenge me since Todd’s unfortunate mishap.”
 
   The man’s broad shoulders stiffened and he balled his fists in a brief show of fury. “He was my partner.”
 
   Sebastian issued a humorless huff and turned his attention back to the dilapidated yard. “Perhaps you should have kept your partner in line if you valued him so much.”
 
   “Yeah? And what about you, Sebastian? Who’s there to keep you in check, huh? Who the hell do you answer to? Because it sure as hell isn’t Josh.”
 
   He twisted in his seat with a tight smile and the cold glint of challenge in his eyes. “I answer to Marx, and Marx alone. It’s not your place to question the chain of command, Dominic, only to follow it. The disciplinary actions I face may not seem like much to you, but you are more than welcome to take my place if you wish. We can see just how true that rings.”
 
   “You take shit too far.”
 
   Sebastian offered an impassive shrug. “According to Marx, I don’t take things far enough when it comes to the members of this team. I think I’ve been more than gracious in regards to your behavior and lack of protocol. Perhaps too much so. That remains to be seen.”
 
   “Trust me, mercy and compassion aren’t words that get tossed around with your name.”
 
   “Good. I would find it deeply disturbing if they did.”
 
    
 
   Taylor tossed and turned, her mind refusing to shut down enough for her to fall back asleep. The king-sized bed seemed to swallow her whole. It felt too big, too empty, and cold without Sebastian in it. Curling up with his pillows didn’t help. All it did was make her miss him more. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop wondering what he was doing and if he was okay. She watched shadows creep across the walls for what felt like hours before throwing the covers back with a frustrated huff. It was pointless. She wouldn’t be able to sleep again until he came home. 
 
   After sliding into a pair of lacy hip huggers and a long, stretchy tee, she snared her silk robe off the hook in the bathroom and cinched it tight. A slight wince crossed her face as she padded through the vast master suite and sitting room. Sebastian’s latest reminder was going to stick with her for a while.
 
   She was halfway down the stairs that led into the kitchen when a shout near the back of the grounds caught her attention. Faltering, her hand tightened around the smooth wooden banister. Her brow knitted as she tried to swallow past her dry throat, her ears straining. It wasn’t the first time something spooked the security team. More often than not, it turned out to be some random animal moving beyond their scope of vision. Once, it had turned out to be the old man who lived down the street, the only neighbor they had for miles, walking his dog at some ungodly hour. Sebastian had headed outside to handle that one. 
 
   She frowned. Now that she thought of it, she used to see Mr. Davies walking his dog every afternoon, but she hadn’t seen him since. Not that she blamed him. If she saw armed guards standing in someone’s yard and was confronted by someone as intimidating as Sebastian, she would’ve found a different route, too. Quite possibly a different neighborhood. 
 
   Taylor wondered if having an uber scary Special Agent type living up the road was a selling point or if it detracted from the property value. She could almost hear the realtor now: “No, really, he’s a nice guy. Just don’t walk your dog past his house at two in the morning.”
 
   The thought made her giggle. Seconds ticked by without hearing anything else. Her mouth was so dry; it felt like someone had packed it with cotton. Unable to bear it anymore, she descended the last few steps. The cool stone tiles shocked her feet, jarring her slightly more awake as she made her way to the fridge. Her fingers had barely finished curling around the gleaming stainless steel handle when a bright flash erupted and a deafening blast sent her splaying on the floor with a scream. The ground shook. Everything pulsed in and out around her, and the house itself seemed to rock as if struck by a cannon. Or a bomb. 
 
   Her heart hammered, fluttering in the base of her throat, robbing her of breath. Dazed and disorientated, she struggled to make sense of what had just happened and regain her senses. There was no way she was going anywhere near the back windows to find out. Shaking, she started to inch across the floor when two more blasts followed in quick succession, the rapid flickers similar to lightening—blinding, fast, and followed by explosions that rattled her to the core. Her head, teeth, and chest vibrated with the deafening percussion. Her ears rang. Nothing made sense. In the distance, she could hear the wail of her car alarm, though it sounded as if it sat parked miles away. 
 
   Dimly, she wondered if the gas lines were erupting. 
 
   Shouts echoed in the backyard, this time in earnest. She couldn’t make the words out, but a chill zipped down her spine hearing the faint notes of panic riding the men’s voices. Rapid flickers of light lit her field of vision, adding to her confusion as gunshots peppered the night. It all faded beneath another blinding explosion. Only this time, the patio glass doors blew inward in a deadly hail. Shards of glass sailed through the air and rained around her as she scrambled for the foyer. Her thoughts came in a frantic jumble as she staggered to her feet in a running crawl. She had to get to the front door, but how would she ever make it out the gates before someone gunned her down or blew her to smithereens? The shrill car alarm was only adding to her panic. The office. There was a phone in there and a pistol in the top drawer. The bedroom. Sebastian kept a gun stashed in his nightstand.
 
   Glass crunched behind her and the front doors bowed inward beneath a heavy blow. Wide-eyed, Taylor spun to her right and stumbled backward into the living room. Gruff male voices called out around her, violating the safety of her home. Fighting to keep her breathing as quiet as possible, she pressed back into the shadows. The sheer size and layout of the house worked in her favor. If she could edge her way back through the living room, there was a good chance they would pass right by her on their surge to the front. Maybe she could wrap back around through the kitchen and make an escape as they searched the upstairs.
 
   Maybe had never felt like such a long shot before…
 
    
 
   Sebastian stiffened in annoyance as his phone shattered the tense silence in the car. The unfamiliar tone set him even further on edge. Pulling it from his pocket, he swiped a finger across the screen with a blackened scowl. His blood turned to ice and crawled through his veins as he stared at the application and the bold red letters flashing back at him. Security breach! Those two words dimmed and brightened repeatedly, their meaning sucking the air straight out of his lungs. His eyes flickered over the floor plan, taking in the ominous glow highlighting both front and rear exits. Dominic shifted beside him, leaning closer to peer over at the phone.
 
   “What is it?” he asked, concern riding the smooth notes of his voice.
 
   Numbing horror held him in its thrall. Shaking his head to silence the man, Sebastian swiped out of the home security app. Staring at it wasn’t going to do him any good. He needed to call the authorities, Josh, someone. His chest tightened. Wounded rage clawed its way through his system. Tonight wasn’t about setting him up. Not in the way he’d thought. It was about getting him out of the house—getting to Taylor, hitting him in the one place it would hurt the most. His heart. His home. 
 
   He’d just swiped into his call log when a sharp sting branched through his neck. Jerking to the side, Sebastian dropped the phone. Understanding brought a new wave of fury. 
 
   Murderous venom sparked in his eyes as they clashed with darker ones full of gloating. One hand lifted, groping for the syringe Dominic jerked free. The other reached for his gun, but the world was already starting to stutter and spin. His limbs felt heavy and forged from lead. The muscle paralyzer was working too fast and the sedatives were already starting to kick in. Fighting against them with all he had, Sebastian wrenched his pistol free, upholstery be damned. 
 
   It never made it across his lap. It, too, fell to clatter against the floorboard by his feet. His head lolled against the headrest and he regarded his teammate with a blistering stare. 
 
   The son-of-a-bitch better pray that was a lethal dose.
 
   “Night, night, Sebastian,” Dominic whispered, administering a taunting stroke to his curls.
 
    
 
   Taylor trembled as heavy footsteps fell outside the wine room. She’d almost made it back to the kitchen when a sudden eruption of voices sent her scurrying for quick cover. Thankfully, Sebastian wasn’t much of a drinker and, after ducking behind the small island bar, she’d crawled into one of the empty cabinets beneath and eased it shut. Shaking, she tensed as the footfalls grew louder and she could hear one of the intruders breathing raggedly above her. Clamping her eyes shut, she forced herself to hold the air in her aching lungs and prayed.
 
   “Where the hell is the bitch?”
 
   Taylor’s chest jerked, the ache growing unbearable. The blood roared in her ears, joining the frantic hammer of her heart. Doors slammed in the distance, and she winced at the sound of breaking glass as the men ransacked the house in a frenzied search.
 
   “She was here when the asshole left and she sure as hell didn’t make it out before we got in. I don’t care if you have to burn this place to the ground. Fuckin’ find her!” a gravelly voice barked.
 
   The rage and authority in his tone made her stomach clench with raw dread. Whoever it was, he was the one in charge and he was pissed. Her mind scrambled, searching for reason in the chaos. What sort of crazed madmen broke into someone’s house with explosives? The answer came back to her with staggering clarity and only served to heighten her terror. Laychee. 
 
   Where was the security team? Had any of them survived the assault? If they had, were they coming to help or did they run for cover?
 
   She jumped, clamping both hands over her mouth and sinking her teeth into her cheeks to smother her cry when a fist slammed on the island. It struck with enough force to topple a bottle of wine. She heard it hit the floor and shatter. Cursing to himself, the man rounded the corner. Every muscle in her body cramped into rigid agony as his footsteps grew closer and she heard him walk around the bar, the remnants of the wine bottle crunching beneath his boots. She could feel him studying the small area, assessing it. Unable to hold it anymore, she released the breath she’d been holding as slowly and silently as possible while listening to the man toss the wrought iron stools across the intimate space.
 
   Another loud curse marked his departure. Taylor waited until she could no longer hear him moving before easing the cabinet door open. She had to get out of there. Knowing she had been cornered and trapped in that tiny space with nowhere to run had almost killed her. She flinched, biting back a whimper as sharp shards gouged her skin, sinking deep into her knees and the soles of her feet. The crunch of glass sounded deafening to her hyperactive senses. 
 
   Poking her head around the corner, she noticed a shadowy figure prowling through the kitchen. She waited until he turned for the hall leading toward the garage before twisting on the balls of her feet and bolting for the study.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   Her heart threatened to stop at the fierce bellow, but she didn’t falter. She didn’t pause. She didn’t dare stop. Blood made her feet slick and her soles lost traction, sliding against the hardwood floors, hindering her mad dash for the study. The voices seemed to come from everywhere at once. She slipped, skidding into the wall. Thrusting her arm out, Taylor propelled herself using the palm of her hand. She somehow kept her balance enough to keep running, but the door seemed to move farther and farther away. A hulking beast of a man stepped into the hall from the darkness of the living room and she stumbled to a stop. Before she could turn to run the other way, two arms wrapped around her from behind, lifting her feet clear off the floor.
 
   Panicked and enraged, Taylor threw her head back with a frustrated scream. Pain exploded through her skull, accompanied by a sickening crunch as white-hot light flashed before her eyes. Her captor howled in pain and dropped her.
 
   “The cunt broke my nose!”
 
   She couldn’t help but feel a small glimmer of satisfaction. It quickly faded. 
 
   The man who’d come out of the living room approached in rapid strides. Even in the shadows, she could see the harsh press of his mouth and the fury stamping his sharp features. Her heart thudded in what felt like one continual earthquake. People were closing in on her from all sides. 
 
   Once again, she was wrested off the floor from behind. This one was smart enough to keep his head cocked to the side. Thrashing in the iron grip, she struggled and snarled, still fighting to break free. When that didn’t work, she used his hold to rear back and kick at the other men as they drew near. The butt end of an assault rifle closed in quick from the corner of her vision. Knowing she had nowhere to go, Taylor clenched her jaw and braced herself for the blow. Blackness mingled with pain as she tried to fight her way through the haze. 
 
   In the end, the darkness won.
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   Muffled voices droned in and out, luring her out of the gray haze that surrounded her. Taylor was vaguely aware of the way her head bobbed as she fought to claw her way out of unconsciousness. As tempting as the escape of oblivion was, she feared the unknown even more. It took effort and several tries, but she finally managed to fight the weight of her lids enough to slit her eyes open. 
 
   For a moment, she blinked, squinting against the double vision that blurred her surroundings until one single, terrifying face came into focus. She could only assume that man was Laychee.
 
   He sat perched on the edge of a chair across from her. His broad, flat face was impassive but his flint-like eyes were sharp and curious. The stocky blond shifted, leaning closer, and she realized he bore a striking resemblance to his brother. Right down to the way the tip of his nose turned up in an impertinent salute. A chilling smile rode his lips as he regarded her. Straight white teeth flashed like a beacon in the dim light of the study. 
 
   Taylor jerked away, flattening against the back of the chair as he reached for her. Thin restraints bit deep into her wrists, making her wince. She couldn’t be sure, but they felt like zip ties. Her eyes narrowed with hatred as he reached out and snared her jaw in a brutal vise. Thick fingers encased in gloves sank into tendons and bone, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of a whimper.
 
   “So,” he said, breaking the silence with a flat whisper. “You’re the reason my brother had to die.”
 
   It was a statement, not a question. Ignoring him, her gaze darted to Sebastian’s desk. Her heart sank when she spotted the vast array of papers and office supplies strewn across the gleaming mahogany surface. If they’d rummaged through his drawers, they’d surely found his gun. She swallowed against a wave of nausea and disappointment. 
 
   The coppery tang of blood slid across her tongue as Laychee jerked her face toward his. Her breath came loud and forceful through her nose as she glared back at him. He pressed closer, but she had nowhere to go.
 
   “I don’t get it,” he speculated with a shake of his head. “Don’t get me wrong, toots. You’re a hot little number, and I’m sure you feel real good in the sack, but is that reason enough for a man to die?” he asked. “No piece of ass is worth that. Fuckin’ twats are a dime a dozen.”
 
   “I’m sure it makes you feel better to blame me, but it was alcohol or stupidity that killed your brother. Take your pick. All he had to do was shut up and back down, but he didn’t have the sense to do it.” 
 
   Laychee’s eyes narrowed, but his lips twitched in amusement. 
 
   “Todd never was very smart. Unfortunately for you, he was my brother.”
 
   Steeling her jaw, Taylor lifted her chin and wrested it from his grasp. “Unfortunately for you, you’ll be joining him soon.”
 
   Confusion swept through her as his gravelly chuckle flooded the room. 
 
   “Are you sure about that one, honey?” Laychee asked. “I hope you aren’t banking on that hotheaded lover of yours charging through these doors to save your ass anytime soon. In fact, right about now he’s probably fast asleep and dreaming about that sweet little face of yours. Too bad he’s never going to see it again.”
 
   Fear coiled around her heart like a snake, slowly squeezing the life out of her. Her eyes darted to Laychee’s and studied the cold, iron depths in search of the truth. Tears threatened, but she tamped them down. He was lying. He had to be. Sebastian was okay. He was too strong, too smart for the likes of this man, and Josh would never let anything happen to him. Her chest heaved as she lowered her gaze and struggled to get her breathing under control.
 
   “Don’t believe me?” he asked. “Hold on. You can see for yourself.”
 
   The confidence in his voice struck a deep cord of dread. She bit her lip hard enough to draw a new wave of blood. Alternating bouts of absolute rage and terror battered her without mercy, making her shake against the cruel bite of the restraints. Everything in her wanted to turn away when Laychee’s phone went off and he swung it in her direction with a cold sneer. Afraid some small part of him was telling the truth, she forced herself to glance his way. Her heart shattered and sank, the fragments falling clear down to the pit of her stomach.
 
   Bright fluorescent lights lit the scene, giving her a glimpse of the dank concrete walls surrounding Sebastian. Thick spirals of duct tape wound around his forearms binding him to a sturdy metal chair. They’d stripped him of the outer layers of his uniform, leaving only the thin black tee shirt he’d worn beneath and his slacks. True to Laychee’s word, his head rested against his shoulder. 
 
   She took comfort in the slow but steady rise of his chest. He was just sleeping, she told herself, not dead. Her chin trembled as Laychee cruelly wrenched the phone away. Knowing it could be the last time she ever saw the man she loved was almost more than she could bear. Her body shook with her efforts not to cry, but she didn’t want to give him that kind of pleasure. He was taking enough from them already. 
 
   Closing her eyes, she straightened in her chair. Sebastian would want her to be strong.
 
   “You can help him, Taylor,” Laychee said in a soothing tone. “Give me what I want, and I will let Sebastian live.”
 
   Her shoulders and stomach jerked with genuine laughter. It sounded maddened, crazed, even to her. She dropped her chin to her chest with a slow shake of her head. “You’re a liar.”
 
   “No, precious. I’m telling you the truth. I’d much rather that murdering son-of-a-bitch be alive to suffer the consequences. It’s much more fun that way.”
 
   “By killing me.”
 
   He shrugged. “It has to be one or the other. At least you have a choice in the matter. What’s it going to be, cupcake?”
 
   Forcing her attention to the small fireplace lining the wall and the wild fern spilling over the top of the mantle, she struggled to get her temper under control. For the moment, it was winning over her fear. Grinding her teeth, she ignored him. Laychee stood with a nod.
 
   “Think it over. I’m going to leave you in the care of my associates while I pay your lover a visit. I’d play nice if I were you. My aversion for Sebastian is way too strong to enjoy his sloppy seconds, but I assure you the other men here have no such reservations.”
 
   Her stomach rolled, and the bitter scald of acid splashed the back of her throat. Straining against the ties binding her hands behind her back, Taylor thrashed in her chair. “What the hell do you want from me?” she screamed.
 
   He regarded her with a soulless smile. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
 
    
 
   His tongue felt thick and swollen. Fighting to shake the metallic taste clinging to the inside of his mouth, Sebastian grimaced. Everything ached. His entire body felt tense and sore. Cold, he tried to roll over in search of Taylor. Confusion spiraled through him when he found himself immobilized and unable to turn. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he registered the fact he wasn’t in his bed. He was sitting up. 
 
   As strength and comprehension started to return, he jerked his arms only to find them useless. Pain shot through the stiff muscles of his neck as Sebastian flung his head back. Holding it up was a battle he lost several times. His eyes kept drifting closed, his vision too blurred to make out his surroundings. A familiar voice called from his right, the sound helping to coax him from his dazed cocoon.
 
   “There you are,” Dominic said. “I was starting to think we’d lost you. Did you have a nice nap?”
 
   Sebastian squinted, trying to focus on the man’s wide features. 
 
   Nap? What the hell was he talking about? 
 
   The question and triumphant leer his teammate boasted threw him for a loop. His head threatened to fall backwards. The sudden instability made him feel like he was falling and he jolted in an attempt to steady himself. This time, Sebastian became all too aware of the tight restraints securing his arms. Glancing down, he stared at the thick coils of duct tape winding in sections from his wrists to just before his elbows. Fury and disbelief grappled for control. Lifting his gaze, he pinned Dominic with a murderous glare.
 
   “I’m going to kill you for this,” he warned in a strained whisper. His pale eyes narrowed with hatred and rage swelled as the memories slowly filtered back to him. Dominic laughed. 
 
   “Spare me the bravado, Baas. You’re in no position to make threats. In fact, now would be a good time for you to start begging.”
 
   “I don’t make threats and I don’t beg, Dominic. Not for you. Not for anyone.”
 
   “Oh, I think you’re wrong there, Sebastian. You’re right about one thing. You’d never beg for your own life. You’re way too stubborn and prideful for that, but I’m willing to bet all of that goes out the window when it comes to Taylor.”
 
   His head snapped up at the sound of her name. Blinding fury bubbled through his veins just hearing the bastard mention her. A sick sense of dread pulsed beneath the surface as he remembered his phone going off right before the traitorous son-of-a-bitch stuck him in the neck. If they hurt her…. 
 
   He clenched his jaw, his heart sinking. It wasn’t a question of if—it was a matter of how bad. Tamping down a wave of panic, he fought to keep his expression neutral and scanned the walls in search of a clock.
 
   “What, no answer for that one, Baas?” Dominic taunted.
 
   Forcing his attention back to his teammate, he shrugged as much as the compromised position would allow. “She’s a good lay, but that’s nothing that can’t be replaced. I think you overestimate my capacity for emotion.”
 
   “You’re full of shit,” Dominic countered.
 
   “Am I?” Sebastian asked, his stare tracking the hefty man as he strode back and forth in front of him. “I pawned my sister off on the first man I could find because I didn’t want the hassle. My niece is living with her grandparents because that was the most convenient arrangement I could think of and one less problem I’d have to deal with. My half-brother and nephew are lying in the ground. Did I ever bother to ask who was responsible or seek revenge? If that wasn’t enough to break me, what makes you think I would crack over a piece of tail?”
 
   Doubt flickered across his teammate’s stony face before he shook his head and pointed with a reproachful wag of his finger. “No, Sebastian. That’s not going to work. See, I work for the same organization you do. I know what you are up to here. No one is that cold and heartless, not even you.”
 
   “Think what you want. Just remember there is a reason Marx prefers me over the rest of you, men with more time and experience under their belts.”
 
   Dominic whirled and drove a meaty fist into his gut. The force doubled him over and propelled the chair across the concrete floor. The sound of scraping metal grated in his ears while the air left his lungs in an excruciating whoosh. Another blow followed in quick suit, forcing the chair back another foot. Gasping and snorting through his nose, Sebastian hung against his restraints, reminding himself not to let the man catch him off guard again. His ragged coughs bounced off the walls, reverberating through the vast warehouse. 
 
   “Don’t get fucking cocky with me! I’m done playing games with you, Baas. Now I don’t want to break you before Laychee gets here and has his fun, but I’ll be damned if I am going to listen to you run your lips and throw your position in my face. Whatever power you had is gone. You’d do well to remember that.”
 
   So Laychee was going to show his face after all. It didn’t surprise him. Revenge was a very personal thing. Still, that little bit of information was something he might be able to use to his advantage. Lifting his head, he forced an icy smile. 
 
   “Is that so?” he rasped. The throbbing in his midsection made it difficult to speak, but he spoke as evenly as he could. “Do you know what the problem with men like you is, Dominic? You let your egos get in the way. You underestimate other people while overestimating yourselves. Todd made the same mistake once. Look where it landed him.”
 
   A heavy blow rocked his face to the side. Pain exploded above his right eye, and for a moment, the room spun. Sinister warmth traced his temple and soaked his vision red.
 
   “Look where it landed you,” Dominic stated.
 
   “Exactly,” Sebastian managed to choke. “Did you really think I wouldn’t know this was a set up? Come on. You’ve had it in for me since Todd went off the grid and everyone knows it. Everyone,” he added in a low whisper. “You’re a problem, just like your partner. Why do you think we paired the two of you up?”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   Sebastian ignored him. “What do we do with problems, Agent Chase? We let them dig their own hole and we bury them in it. You don’t find it the slightest bit suspicious that Laychee wanted nothing to do with his brother until after his expulsion from SKALS? Their rift was mended just like that? His brother, your partner, turns up missing and all of a sudden, the guy is your best friend? Nothing about that raises any red flags to you?”
 
   “What the hell are you getting at, Sebastian?” he snapped. Despite his gruff tone, worried lines were starting to inch across his forehead.
 
   “Maybe you’re not as smart as you think, Agent Chase. How do you know this whole Laychee thing wasn’t some elaborate scheme to test your loyalty and to see where your mindset was after losing your partner? Do you think they don’t track us?” he asked with a skeptical look. “’Did you really think no one would notice what you were up to?”
 
   “Bullshit!”
 
   His teammate spun on him with an enraged snarl. This time, the chair teetered onto its hind legs, and his chest quaked with the force of the blow. Groaning, Sebastian coughed and slumped forward as much as his restraints would allow. He wondered if it had been an hour yet. He sincerely hoped it had. Josh needed to hurry the hell up. The punching bag routine was already starting to take a toll, and he had no doubt things would only get worse when Laychee arrived. As numbing as the thought was, he knew this was just a warm-up.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what they know. You’re going to give me your passwords, Baas, or things are going to get very nasty very quick. Not just for you, but for Taylor as well. See, you’ve had the mental and physical preparation for situations like these, but I’m willing to bet she hasn’t had the same.”
 
   His jaw steeled, but he said nothing.
 
    “Have you put her through any training? Does she know how to resist extreme interrogation or will she cave? I bet she’ll cave. I bet she’ll cave quickly.”
 
   He met the calculating gleam in his teammate’s eyes with an expressionless shrug. “Do what you want. She doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “We’ll see soon enough, won’t we? You can spare her though. Tell me what I want to know and I’ll have Laychee’s men put her down quick.”
 
   Letting his head fall back, Sebastian focused on the yellowed lights dangling from the ceiling and gave a soft grunt. 
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   He didn’t move when he heard the side doors open and a cold blast of fresh air swept through the warehouse. It hit his sweat-soaked skin in a frigid blast. He knew, without looking, Laychee had just arrived and hell was hot on the man’s heels. Sebastian stiffened and nodded to himself with a sigh. As difficult as it was, it was time to shut down. Physically, mentally, emotionally—it was the only way he was going to survive.
 
    
 
   Taylor’s heart hammered so hard and so fast, the furious pounding threatened to make her sick. She glanced between two of Laychee’s men as they entered the room. Both of them hardened with weather beaten faces and dark fatigues. The thought was almost laughable. Men like them didn’t deserve the clothes they were wearing. They belonged in prison jumpsuits with numbers stamped across their back. Not knockoffs of civil service uniforms with patches on their arms bearing the illusions of grandeur they’d conjured within their own ranks.
 
   Biting her cheek, she turned her face away as the smaller of the two crouched in front of her. He was a wiry man with reddened skin and a bulbous, inflamed nose that spoke of too much booze. She winced when the smell of stale beer assaulted her, riding on the hot torrent of his breath.
 
   “Aren’t you a cute little thing?” he asked, running his calloused palm up the outside of her leg. 
 
   Her stomach churned, and Taylor bucked against her restraints, fury flashing in her eyes as she struggled to shake his touch.
 
   “Get your hands off of me!” 
 
   Using the only weapon she had, she spit in his face. The thin man reared back, shock flickering across his pinched features. Her gratitude was short lived. He struck out, hitting her with a heavy backhand that snapped her head around and left her dazed. It hurt. It hurt like hell, and Taylor blinked against the tears building in her eyes.
 
   “Someone needs to teach you some manners, little girl,” he said. “You might’ve broken Jeffrey’s nose, but you aren’t pulling that shit with me. You’re gonna play nice, or I’m going to let my friend here break your ass in half. You got that?”
 
   Her gaze darted to the “friend” in question and her heart drummed a little faster. He was a huge bull of a man, with the flat features of a gorilla. His thin lips pursed in a tight line of displeasure. She shrank back, watching his heavy muscles strain against his uniform as he stepped toward her. One corner of his mouth quirked in amusement.
 
   “I think she’s starting to get the point, Serge.”
 
   Taylor scoffed at the title, despite herself. She wished she hadn’t. The larger man’s pale hazel eyes swung her way and pinned her with a cold stare. She shivered. Set against his bronze skin, they appeared more yellow than green, lending him an almost serpentine glare. It was certainly as empty and ruthless, like a predator sizing up its prey. 
 
   “Is something funny, princess?” he asked, leaning over to brace his hands on the arms of her chair. 
 
   Swallowing against a thick knot of fear, Taylor lifted her chin. “Do you really think I would be more afraid of you than someone like Sebastian?” 
 
   His smile was cold and condescending. “I would hope so. Daddy’s not here right now, sweet cheeks. We are.”
 
   “Yeah well apparently hope doesn’t get us far. I went to bed hoping for a good night’s sleep, too,” she said sadly. “I guess neither of us is going to get what we want.” 
 
   He studied her for a long moment then straightened with a humorless laugh. “Give us the password for the computer system then we’ll talk.”
 
   “It’s too late,” Taylor whispered. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway.”
 
   “If you don’t start talking, sweetheart, you and your lover will be going to sleep for good,” he said, pressing closer with a sneer. 
 
   She winced at the term of endearment. All it did was make her think of Sebastian. Her chest ached with longing and dread. It didn’t matter what she said—what she did. The chances of seeing him again were slim to none. As strong and smart as he was, there was a possibility he could find his way out of whatever mess he was in, but she wouldn’t be as lucky. Sooner or later, these men were going to kill her. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt him or let him down. If Sebastian ever did find his way home again, it wouldn’t be to discover her last act on earth had been one of cowardice and betrayal. She wouldn’t do that to herself or him.
 
   Pain exploded through her ribs, slicing through her thoughts like a razor. She couldn’t steady herself, couldn’t even cry out as the chair capsized and sent her sprawling across the floor as it shattered. Her insides rattled from the blow, the force threatening to stop her heart in her chest. It skidded then pounded erratically. Her breath came in whooping gasps. She tried to raise up to her knees to run, but fell back to the floor in a helpless coughing fit. 
 
   “Well, well, what do we have here?” the large man asked, his thick fingers brushing her thigh.
 
   Taylor curled in on herself, jerking away from the inquisitive brush of his hand as it trailed over the marks from Sebastian’s belt. The scrawny one snickered, and she opened her eyes to see him standing over her with his phone. The screen illuminated his hollowed features making them appear even more skeletal.
 
   “Looks like the little viper is used to pain,” the brawny one said. “Not surprising given her attitude, but we might have to amp things up a bit. We wouldn’t want her to mistake our actions for foreplay.”
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   “You see, Sebastian, entities—people, they only have power over us because we let them. What would SKALS be without their secrets and resources?”
 
   Getting no answer, Dominic spun on him and plowed a forceful fist into his midsection. Tensing his abdomen did little to deflect the blow, and the air left his body in a loud snort. Gasping, he strained against the tape. Laychee laughed to his right.
 
   “Since you’re not in the mood to talk, I’ll tell you,” his teammate said. “They’d be nothing, just another failed operation with a bunch of scared little puppets scrambling to avoid the aftermath. I never did understand that. For all intents and purposes, we are a private organization. The government doesn’t claim us. I mean they can’t, right?” he asked with a crazed laugh. “No one wants the connotations attached to something like us, but they are more than happy to use us as they see fit.”
 
   “Get to the point,” Sebastian rasped.
 
   “I’m out. I’m moving on to bigger and better things, but if I walk away, I’m as good as dead. You, Marx, Josh—you’ll eventually hunt me down and put a bullet in my head, and that’s if I’m lucky. I mean that is what we do with a dog who’s turned on their master. We put them down. Isn’t that right, Sebastian?”
 
   He nodded. Much to his chagrin, Dominic continued with his demented spiel.
 
   “You can’t do that if you no longer have the technology or means. Think I’m stupid all you want, but I know Marx views you as his prized protégée. Your security clearance is through the roof. You have access to things the rest of us will never see: documents, passwords for armories, helicopters. Our system can break through and scramble any firewalls out there. SKALS is a waste. I can see that now. Why be content with scraps when you can have the whole damn buffet?”
 
   Sebastian couldn’t help but laugh. “Is that what this guy has been telling you?” he asked, indicating toward the muscled thug with a jerk of his head. “Never listen to the promises people whisper in your ear, Dominic. Especially when they’re trying to get you into bed.”
 
   “Stop trying to use that psychobabble bullshit on me!” he roared.
 
   The chair teetered onto two legs and crashed to the floor. Sebastian choked back a cry as his shoulder struck first, driving into the unyielding concrete. He rested his head against the cool surface; his words came in a hoarse rumble. “I’m not giving you anything. One way or another…you are dead.”
 
   “Stop,” Laychee ordered calmly. “We’re getting nowhere like this. All we’re doing is wasting precious time.”
 
   Sebastian glared at the boots approaching his head through a pain-soaked haze. His eyes narrowed with fury and contempt as the man crouched in front of him.
 
   “You know, in some sick way, I admire you. You’re not only a powerful man, but you stand behind your convictions. It’s a shame we found ourselves on opposite sides of the fence, Sebastian. You and I could have made an unstoppable team.”
 
   He grunted as Laychee hoisted the chair into an upright position and the room droned in and out with the pulsing roar of blood in his ears. Something, pride—instinct, forced him to fight to hang on to the fragile threads of consciousness. He steadied his breathing and forced his attention back to Laychee as the man loomed over him. A taunting grin rode the thug’s meaty lips. His fist struck without warning, hitting just below his eye, and Sebastian’s surroundings blurred behind a blinding flash of white. Another punch sent the world spinning off its axis, and his head fell back. 
 
   He distanced himself, letting images of Taylor play through his mind: her sitting in front of the fire, grey eyes sparkling with love and desire. Another blow rocked him. Their time at the hotel flashed before his eyes, along with every intimate moment they’d shared. They were supposed to be married. He couldn’t help but wonder if that day would ever come now. Instead of giving in to despair, he clung to images of what would happen on that day: what her dress would look like, where they’d exchange their vows. Eventually, the warehouse and its horrors started to fade away.
 
   Laychee’s thick fingers bit into his jaw, wrenching him from his pleasant escape.
 
   “No, no, Sebastian,” he taunted. “I know what you’re trying to do here, but it won’t work. There’s no escape. You’re going to focus and stay with me.” 
 
   He tried to concentrate on the man’s face, but it was getting harder and harder to hold on. Despite the chill permeating the building, sweat soaked his skin, drenching his clothes, and plastering his hair to his scalp. Blood trickled down his temple and coated his tongue. His midsection throbbed.
 
   “Spit out the passwords or your little girlfriend is going to pay.”
 
   He stared at Laychee before forcing his attention away with a shrug. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Do you think I’m stupid, Sebastian?” the man hissed.
 
   He grimaced as a warm spray of spittle speckled his face. Light reflected off steel in a menacing glint, and he stiffened when the icy blade greeted his throat.
 
   “I saw that rock she was sporting.”
 
   He laughed dryly despite the pain, his pale gaze swinging up to meet his captor’s. “It was just a way to lock her down and keep her mouth shut.”
 
   “You put a hell of a price tag on silence,” Laychee mused, pressing the tip of the knife under Sebastian’s chin. “I wonder what you put on her life.” Reaching back with his other hand, he tossed his cell phone to Dominic. “Call them up.”
 
   All feeling fled his face as he watched his teammate smile. He didn’t want to see. He didn’t want to know. It was easier that way, but that was their point. Bracing himself, he blew out a shaky breath and feigned curiosity. Fucking mobile technology was going to be the death of him. It took everything he had not to let his eyes drift shut when he heard Taylor’s voice on the other end.
 
   “Last chance, Sebastian,” Laychee warned.
 
   Gritting his teeth, he hardened his heart and turned away. Seconds later, the smartphone hovered in front of his face. Sebastian played along, training his attention on the screen. Taylor lay sprawled on the floor in his study. A brutal kick to her side lifted her and sent her crashing onto her back. A fresh wave of blood coated his tongue as he listened to her cough and fight for breath. One side of her beautiful face was already purpled and swollen, bearing the stamp of an angry handprint. Leaning closer, he took note of the men’s features and committed them to memory on the off chance he did make it out alive. 
 
   “Nothing?” Laychee asked, sounding slightly surprised. He turned to Dominic and cast his hands up in a show of disgust. “What sort of fucked up shit do they do to you guys that he can sit there and smile like that?”
 
   “You have no idea,” his teammate muttered.
 
   Sebastian regarded them both with an amused smirk. For some reason, the man’s assessment of his reaction felt good. It was enough to give him a renewed surge of strength.
 
   “I told you. She knows nothing and she means nothing. It’s not my fault you refused to believe me.”
 
   “No!” Dominic yelled with an adamant jab of his finger. He paled when Laychee’s accusing glower swung his way. “He’s full of shit! It’s just a ploy. Come on, man. I’ve seen them together. They can’t keep their hands off each other. He—he stopped cutting your brother up because it was upsetting her.”
 
   “I’m not seeing that, Dominic,” Laychee countered, annoyance riding his voice. “I’m seeing a man who’s fucking smiling as we beat the shit out of some woman he allegedly loves! You told me this would work. I’m done doing things your way. I’m getting my revenge. As for your plans to take over the world or whatever fucked up shit you have planned, you’re on your own.”
 
   Sebastian regarded the two men with an increasing sense of dread. Whatever was coming wasn’t good. Keeping his cold countenance in place, he chuckled. Laychee spun on him with a snarl, his massive body coiling with tension.
 
   “What the fuck is so funny?” he snapped.
 
   The cold press of steel once again kissed the side of his neck. This time, it drew blood. Sebastian met his flinty stare with a smirk.
 
   “You might want to rethink that plan,” he said in a raspy whisper. “I don’t know if your friend here told you or not, but we tagged you with a micro dermal chip the night before the funeral.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Dominic blanched, pedaling back a rapid step when the other man whirled on him. Fury twisted Laychee’s wide face in to a livid mask. Red and purple flushed his pale skin as he prowled closer.
 
   “I swear it…it slipped my mind,” Dominic rambled, retreating.
 
   “Slipped your mind or was the ace up your sleeve in case you had to play both sides?” Sebastian asked dryly.
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” Dominic snarled lunging at Sebastian. 
 
   Laychee brought him up short with a hand around the younger man’s throat. “One thing you told me about Baas is proving to be very true. He is very smart. Was the chip your little safety net? Did you think if things went south you could turn on me?”
 
   “No! The fucker’s lying. He’s playing with you!”
 
   “And you’re not?” Laychee asked, a humorless grin curving his lips. “The chip just happened to slip your mind? I don’t think so Dominic.”
 
   Sebastian tuned them out for a minute, his ears straining to hear what was happening on the other end of the video call. With all of the commotion, it was too hard to hear. At the very least, he’d just bought them both a little more time. Seconds, maybe a minute or two at best. His mind spun. Josh had to have reached out to someone by now. All he had to do was sit tight and hold on just a little longer.
 
   His thoughts screeched to a halt as the distinct blast of gunfire filled the warehouse. Even Laychee paused, releasing his hold on Dominic to spin on his heel and gape at the floor where his cell phone sat unattended. Another shot broke the tension followed by a shout that was cut short when the line went dead. The blood drained from Sebastian’s face. Horror crawled through his veins. His entire body went numb. He’d heard nothing from Taylor. Not one sound. Dropping against the back of the seat, he cast his attention to the metal rafters overhead and closed his eyes. Madness threatened as he heard one of the men approach.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sebastian,” Laychee taunted. “Doesn’t sound like things ended well for your little girlfriend, but that shouldn’t be a problem given how little you care. I guess the good news is she won’t suffer any more. I don’t give a fuck about your passwords. What I do want to know is what you did to my brother.”
 
   His shoulders shook with dry humor. “Oh he suffered, Steven. He suffered long and hard. He was sobbing like a woman and begging for it by the time we finally put him out of his misery.” Rage shone in the other man’s eyes, prompting him to smirk. “Do you want to know something else? I enjoyed every minute of it. I would do it all again if I could.”
 
   “You son-of-a-bitch!” Laychee spat.
 
   “He was crying like a baby and screaming as his guts hit the floor.”
 
   Sebastian’s head rocked when a violent blow threatened to capsize him and the chair.
 
   “Hold him up,” Laychee ordered his men. “I want him to feel everything.”
 
   Sebastian continued as two of the four closed in and gripped the sides of his chair. “We brought him back once after that. Just so he could suffer a few seconds more.”
 
   Despite the men holding it, the chair scooted back twice more as Laychee’s fist drove into his abdomen like a wrecking ball. He welcomed the pain. Spitting out a mouthful of blood, he watched the thug cross the room and rummage through the duffel bag he’d been shouldering when he arrived. He nodded, laughing softly to himself, as the other man procured a clear plastic bag. His pale stare shifted to Dominic and they locked eyes. He shook his head in disgust.
 
   “You’re the worst kind of coward and traitor there is,” he whispered. “You helped this man go after my family. Enjoy this. I guarantee my partner and SKALS will come after you with everything they have. There won’t be a place in this world where you can hide.”
 
   Shame branded his teammate’s face for the briefest of seconds before he turned away. Sebastian nodded. It was just as well. He didn’t want Dominic to be the last thing he’d see. There was too much rage, too much hurt, that came from that betrayal. His head snapped to the right as Laychee approached with the bag in his hand.
 
   “You’re done talking, Sebastian.”
 
   He offered a wry smirk. “I’ll save you a seat in Hell.” 
 
   The cold plastic slid over his head, the edge of the bag tightening around his neck as Laychee wrenched it from behind. Agonizing seconds ticked by as he struggled to keep his breathing slow and calm. The last thing he wanted to do was give Laychee the enjoyment of seeing him fight. His lungs started to burn and instinct kicked in, robbing him of pride. Laughter rang in his ears as he bucked against the tape binding his arms and thrashed his head from side-to-side in a desperate attempt to find a pocket of air. The warehouse pitched into a dangerous spin, and he slumped as it suddenly went black.
 
   The bag loosened, allowing him to suck in a ragged breath. Sebastian gulped it in, his body heaving. Shouting erupted on all sides, adding to his confusion. He tensed when rapid gunfire peppered the air. His vision was blurred through the damp, bloody plastic. Squinting into the darkness, he strained to make out the dark figures swarming around him. Panic rode the voices of Laychee and his men as they spun around him, trying to return fire. He smiled to himself. Leave it to Josh to wait until the nick of time. 
 
   The cavalry had finally come.
 
   His relief was fleeting as concrete exploded behind him in an outward hail. Some of the bullets were hitting too close. Using the distraction to his benefit, Sebastian rocked in his chair until it fell on its side, giving his team a clearer line of fire. He grunted as his shoulder again bore the brunt of his weight. The intermittent flashes were blinding and seemed to come from everywhere at once. One of Laychee’s men hit the floor a foot away. Another lay sprawled face-first in a pool of blood a few feet from the door. It figured the cockroaches would scuttle. 
 
   Scanning his surroundings, he searched for any sign of Dominic. He wanted the traitor brought in alive.
 
   He turned his head with a snarl as fingers gripped his arm. Wes’s face loomed over him in the gloom, a wry twist riding the corners of the man’s mouth. Stilling, he grit his teeth as his teammate swiftly cut him free and hauled him to his feet, half-running, half-dragging him to safety behind a wide metal pillar.
 
   “I never thought I’d be so happy to see your ugly mug,” Sebastian panted.
 
   “We have to get out of here, Baas. The building is set to blow in three minutes,” Wes warned, pressing a pistol against his palm.
 
   His fingers curled around the familiar grip, its cold weight lending him comfort he’d not felt in hours. “Where’s Chase? I want him alive.”
 
   He jerked back as a bullet struck the pillar and sent out a blinding spray of sparks. Several more followed in quick succession.
 
   “Someone want to take that asshole out?” Wes barked against his throat mic. “We’re taking heavy fire over here!”
 
   “On it, Three.”
 
   Sebastian closed his eyes as his partner’s voice came over the radio. It was a welcome sound, to say the least. Snapping back the safety, he took an unsteady step out and around the protective shield of the pillar. Wes shouted at him, screaming at him to get back. His eyes riveted on Laychee, just in time to see a bullet hit the man from somewhere up above. Blood shot outward from his skull in a fine, red mist. It was a disappointing and anticlimactic end, far too quick given the hell he’d just been through at the man’s hands. Ignoring the warm splatters, he scanned the shadows in a frantic search for Dominic, unwilling to lose the last chance at vengeance he had. 
 
   He tensed at the sound of feet thundering up behind him. Spinning on his heel, he trained his weapon, bringing Josh up short.
 
   “Whoa, Baas, easy,” his partner coaxed.
 
   His shoulders heaved with rage and pain, but he slowly lowered his gun. His lip curled in protest as Josh lunged forward and slung a steadying shoulder under his arm. Sebastian decided in that moment that the feeling of another man’s hand around his waist was something he never wanted to feel again.
 
   “Sorry, Baas. No time for hugs. We have to get the hell out of here before this place blows.”
 
   He dug his heels in as much as his unstable legs would allow. “I’m not leaving here without Dominic. That traitorous fuck is going to pay and pay dearly for this.”
 
   “He took a shot to the leg and one to the arm when we came in. They already dragged his ass outside, now move it!”
 
   Sebastian had his doubts, but there wasn’t time to argue. Nor did he have the strength. Hauling him along, Josh made a frantic beeline for the doors. The cold night air hit him full force, battering his tortured lungs. He almost hit his knees, but Josh somehow managed to keep them both moving. They were halfway across the overgrown warehouse yard when the ground rocked and the world exploded behind them. 
 
   A roaring ball of fire rushed past. Josh dove, knocking him to the ground as well. The heavy steel doors rocketed past them, along with chunks of metal and debris. Searing heat engulfed them for a few seconds then mercifully faded. Sebastian was sure if he hadn’t been soaked with a combination of sweat and blood, his arm hairs would have singed. His ears rang with a high-pitched keen. Though he couldn’t hear it, he knew, as he lay sprawled on the ground with his partner beside him, his entire body shook with his laughter.
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   Taylor groaned while the world around her continued to veer out of control. She felt unsteady and unstable, unable to move. She was only dimly aware of the scalding wetness tracing her cheeks. 
 
   Slitting her eyes open, she squinted and blinked against the sporadic flashes. Panic lanced her, shocking her body with a cold chill, when she realized they were the streetlights racing by overhead. The familiar scent of her car engulfed her, a mix of newness and leather despite the upholstered seats, and she cringed. They’d stolen her car, and now they were taking her God knew where. 
 
   The sweet, coppery undercurrent of blood flooded the vehicle, making her stomach churn. Unable to move her head, she swung her eyes toward the front seat. Only one lone occupant accompanied her for the ride. Confusion flooded her upon seeing the dark hair. One of the men had already gone grey. The other had been a strawberry blond, and this man, though large, was nowhere near the size of the gorilla who’d tortured her. 
 
   A new one perhaps, she thought numbly. 
 
   She didn’t know if the thought made her want to laugh or cry. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t do either. They’d pummeled her without mercy before sticking her and injecting her with something that rendered her motionless. She couldn’t move, couldn’t scream, but her mind and body had still registered everything. Every painful, degrading moment. It reminded her of the nightmares she’d had as a kid where no matter how hard she’d tried to run or call for help, nothing would work. She was stuck, trapped inside her own private version of Hell. Only this time, she couldn’t wake up.
 
   The car hit a pothole or a curb, making the vehicle jump. She tumbled off the edge of the backseat and hit the floorboards. The curve of the center console slammed into her left side, drawing another anguished wave from her system. She wasn’t sure how much more her ribs could bear. Her breath came in shallow spurts. 
 
   A big hand reached back between the front seats and settled on the curve of her hip. Taylor slammed her eyes shut, a low whimper building in the base of her throat. As much as she wanted to lash out and swat the hand away or flinch out of reach, she was stuck. Once again, she focused on trying to move something, anything. 
 
   Her fingers twitched, giving her a surge of hope. Maybe the drugs were starting to wear off.
 
   “I’m…so sorry…” 
 
   Her eyes popped open at the breathless apology. Though strained, she knew she’d heard that voice somewhere before, but where?
 
   “Just…hold on, Miss…McAvay.”
 
   Relief swept through her along with a wave of recognition. Henderson. The head of security had somehow pulled through and gotten her out of that house. She could have wept with gratitude. The burning sting of tears welled in her eyes, and she let them drift shut again knowing everything was going to be okay. He would take her to the hospital. They would fix whatever was wrong, and the second she could move or speak again, she would tell someone to go get Sebastian. 
 
   Her heart wrenched remembering the sight of him, bloodied, sweating, and bound to a chair. His words still cut deep, but she couldn’t let herself think about that. Not now.
 
   The car lurched without warning, throwing her against the seats as the shrill screech of barking tires pierced her ears. Dazed, she stared into the darkness, the hammering in her chest starting once again. Henderson cursed in the front, shifting uneasily, and Taylor cringed inside as the distinct sound of slamming car doors filed the night. 
 
   The security guard threw the car in reverse. There was a sudden shift in momentum as the vehicle lurched backwards. Terror flooded her with a tingling surge of adrenaline. Whatever the big man saw had spooked him.
 
   Curses flew from his lips as he gunned the gas. The wheels spun, squealing in a desperate fight for traction. Taylor whimpered as the tires blew without warning, the loud pops sounding like cannon blasts in her ears, and the car dropped. Henderson’s loud, frantic breaths echoed from the front seat while she held hers and waited.
 
    
 
    Sebastian smirked as Vince thrust two fingers in the gaping wound in Dominic’s leg in an attempt to staunch the bleeding. The traitor’s screams were sweet music to his ears. Josh helped Wes load the injured man into the back of the van, neither man making any effort to make the transition smooth or painless. The sturdy vehicle rocked as they dropped him on to the floor, drawing another pleading cry from their teammate. Quelling a smile, Sebastian glanced up as his partner popped his head through the opened doors and levered himself out in a fluid jump.
 
   “I think the son-of-a-bitch is gonna make it. That is if Vince doesn’t dig his way through his femoral artery first.”
 
   Sebastian nodded. As perversely happy as the news made him, his thoughts kept turning to Taylor and his home. He swung his imploring stare up to his partner’s and levered off the taillights he’d been leaning against for support.
 
   “We need to get out of here before anyone shows, and you need to get me home. Now.”
 
   Josh’s expression tightened with doubt. “That’s not a good idea, Baas. We need to get you to headquarters and get you checked out.”
 
   “You’re not listening,” he hissed in a vehement rasp, one hand reaching for his gun.
 
   His partner staggered back a step, his blue eyes widening in the fire-illuminated gloom.
 
   “Laychee broke into my house, Josh. His men have Taylor. I’m not going anywhere until I find her.”
 
   “Seb, listen…I know, but right now your body is running on shock and adrenaline alone. You’re not going to do anyone any good like this. Go with the team. I’ll go look for her.”
 
   His eyes narrowed as he cocked his head and prowled closer. “Is that so?” he asked. “Is that what you would tell me if it was my sister? That you were sorry but you were hurt and not going to do anyone any good? Is that the kind of man I entrusted her with?”
 
   “No, Baas,” Josh soothed, putting his hands up with a sad shake of his head. “I would do everything I could to get Monique back safe and sound. You know that. I was just trying to watch out for you,” he explained. “It’s my job. On the other hand, I would also trust in you, as my partner, to do what needed done if I wasn’t in any shape to do it.”
 
   Sebastian glared at him before turning away and ambling toward his Benz. He grimaced at the debris and dust littering the brand new CL600. What the hell was it with this place and his cars? He gave a droll snort and reached for the door handle. If he never came back to this godforsaken pit again, it would be too soon.
 
   “Hey!” Josh called out behind him, his footsteps thundering against dirt and gravel. “Wait up. Are you freaking insane? You can’t drive across town like this.”
 
   Sebastian’s eyes narrowed again. What was with everyone questioning his sanity lately? They’d damn well know it when he snapped. Josh pulled up short. Smart man. He cocked his head to the side, waiting.
 
   “Just get in the damn passenger seat. I’ll drive,” his partner said with a sigh.
 
   Blinking against the annoying double vision, he considered it for a moment and nodded. Josh tossed him his phone from the floorboards as they got in. The home security icon pulsed red in the corner and his guts twisted in icy fear. His fingers danced over the screen. It was no small irony that he typed in one of the passwords Dominic was so willing to die for. 
 
   His hands shook as he waited for the program to initiate a search.
 
   “You alright?” Josh asked quietly, watching him from the corner of his vision.
 
   “I’m fine. Just drive.” 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   He growled beneath his breath. Counting to ten, he fought to keep his perilous temper under control. 
 
   “What do you think I am doing, Josh? I’m looking up the coordinates on the necklace I gave her.”
 
   Hesitance twisted his partner’s sharp features as the car sped underneath the yellowed glow of the streetlights. “You don’t think they might've ripped it off of her in the struggle?”
 
   Turning in his seat, Sebastian tilted his head. His face throbbed as it tightened with fury. “Is that your idea of making me feel better?” he asked in a low whisper. “I’m injured, Josh, not dead. Keep that in mind the next time you want to open your mouth.”
 
   “Yeah, Baas. Okay,” his partner muttered in placation.
 
   He peeled his stare away with a vast amount of effort. Rage still rolled through his system, and despite his condition, he burned for an outlet. Forcing his attention back to his phone, he squinted at the unfamiliar numbers flickering across the screen. As much as he hated to admit it, he could barely read them between the swelling in his face and the dancing line of his vision. Biting the inside of his cheek, he resisted the urge to hurl the damn phone through the windshield. A hesitant plea died in his throat as his partner’s phone broke the tense silence gripping the car.
 
   Josh fumbled for it with one hand while keeping his other planted on the steering wheel. He answered and issued a short strand of “yeah” and “okays” before ending the call and whipping a sharp U-turn in the middle of the street. 
 
   Sebastian gripped the dashboard, staring at him with a combination of ire and disbelief.
 
   “That was Marx. They intercepted Taylor and your head of security on the way to the hospital. They’re taking them to headquarters.”
 
   He tensed, the blood draining from his face. His entire body went numb with shock and fear. Jesus, would this nightmare ever end?
 
   “What? How…how is she?”
 
   Josh shook his head. “I don’t know, Baas.”
 
   “Why the hell didn’t you ask?” he snapped. 
 
   The car jerked to the right with a hard swerve as Sebastian’s phone bounced off the side of the other man’s arm. Backing and battery alike broke free and tumbled to the floorboards. Straightening the Benz, Josh grunted and rubbed the side of his bicep. 
 
   “Ouch! Jesus Christ! What the fuck, Sebastian? Are you trying to get us both killed?”
 
   “Just you,” he stated coldly. “Don’t talk to me. Don’t even look at me. Just drive.”
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   Taylor stared at the big bull of a man with a combination of fear and dread. His heavy muscles strained against his black dress shirt and slacks as he strode down the hall beside the gurney. Sebastian’s boss was the last person she’d expected to see when the door to the backseat of her car had swung open. She wasn’t too sure death wouldn’t have been a more merciful end.
 
   He’d said nothing, not even when he’d hauled her out of her car and carried her to the back of a waiting van.
 
   Her only relief came from the fact that they’d laid Henderson there on the floor beside her, and even that was short lived. Blood pooled from his abdomen and an angry side wound on his head, soaking the metal beneath them.
 
   Once they’d shut the doors, he’d turned his face toward hers with a sad smile. Fresh and dried blood alike stained the salt and pepper stubble smattering his cheeks.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he’d whispered.
 
   That simple declaration had hung between them the entire time. Unable to respond, she’d stared at him while tears leaked over her cheeks. Even now, it continued to haunt her and she glanced around in search of the wounded guard. 
 
   He was nowhere in sight.
 
   Worry and fear clenched her heart like a fist. Her surroundings chilled her to the bone. The concrete walls shone a glossy painted grey, and dim strips of fluorescent light tubes flickered overhead as the stretcher passed beneath them. She was all too aware of the thick straps pinning her against the gurney. After being bound at home, the sensation made her want to scream. A whimper stuck in her throat when her eyes grazed over the massive skull and crossbones emblem stretched across one wall, the toothy leer sending a jolt of terror straight down her spine as she realized where she was.
 
   She’d seen the same tarnished silver insignia on Sebastian’s lapel enough times to know what it stood for, even if she wished she didn’t.
 
   Marx glanced down at her. A smug grin curved the full spread of his lips, and a spark of amusement danced in the dark pools of his eyes. “Welcome to SKALS, Miss McAvay.”
 
   Her chest shuddered as she fought to breathe. Why? Why was she here? A sick ball of dread churned in her stomach. Did they think she had talked? She felt a slight quiver rattle her chin as she struggled to find her voice. It still wouldn’t come. Inside she screamed, railing against the complete and utter helplessness of her situation.
 
   Why hadn’t Laychee’s men just killed her? As chilling as the thought was, she was certain it would have been a million times quicker and less painful than whatever lay in store for her now.
 
   Marx’s smile faded. His hard eyes bore into her as he leaned down and studied her. “I’m not sure if you’re being rude or if you just aren’t much of a talker. Either way, I doubt Sebastian would approve. I certainly don’t.” 
 
   Though her lover’s fate was still uncertain, the threat was enough to send a raw surge of panic down her spine. Her pleading gaze darted to the director’s, silently begging him to understand.
 
   “Good,” he said, straightening. One big hand patted her knee as he winked. “I’m glad to see you’re still in there after all. Now let’s see what we can do about helping you find your tongue again, shall we?”
 
   The pleading in her eyes intensified as she wondered if that meant he understood her situation, or if that was a veiled threat. Her fingers curled on the stretcher beside her, and she tried desperately to pump her fist.
 
   He pulled the gurney in silence until they reached the end of the corridor. Taylor stared at the massive interlocking metal doors, her terror reaching an all-new level of extreme. Sweat beaded along her brow and slicked her hands. Her heart slammed against the walls of her chest and stutter skipped as Marx scanned his thumb, then his retina. He punched in a brief code and the hiss of decompressing air filled the hall as the doors slid open. If she could have clawed her way to freedom when they glided back shut, she would have.
 
   They made a quick right. Straight metal doors with no windows and thick numbers stenciled in black lined the long corridor. They reminded her of the solitary cells in the prison shows she’d seen. Somewhere, she thought she heard someone scream. She tried her best to forget they tortured people here and get her raging pulse under control. 
 
   Marx turned left, dragging her along with him. Gooseflesh erupted as the air grew colder. All of the twists and turns made Taylor think of the infamous catacombs. The irony was not lost on her. Grim, grey, and hidden out of sight from the rest of the world, this too was a place of death. 
 
   Another set of interlocking doors waited at the end of the hall. The light inside that room was bright, blinding, after the comfortable dimness of the corridors. Her eyes darted around and a low, pleading noise rose in the base of her throat. Thin fluorescent strips dangled from the metal beams overhead, along with the same massive metallic spotlights they had in hospitals. The glossy white walls lent to the cold sterility of the room, and the harsh smell of antiseptics and disinfectants hung in the air, making her nostrils sting. Seeing the stainless steel trays and sinister looking medical contraptions, she shook with an imploring moan.
 
   Marx barely shot her a second glance. He strode across the room and pressed a button she could only assume was an intercom.
 
   “Where the hell is the medical team? I need them in here STAT,” he barked.
 
   Something deep inside her winced and tried to burrow into whatever protective shell it could find. Despite the man’s imposing size, his footsteps fell silently against the floor as he approached. His heavy brow furrowed as he took note of the tremors wracking her from the inside out. 
 
   Taylor stared at him through a shaky haze. Her heart thudded even harder when he reached for her and pried back an eyelid, his gaze narrowing.
 
   “No,” the director snapped in a forceful voice that vibrated clear through her. A scowl stamped his expansive face. “You aren’t taking the easy way out. Do you hear me, Taylor? You’re going to fight.”
 
    
 
   Sebastian stalked through the halls with as much speed as his battered body could muster. He’d squinted several times trying to clear his vision enough to keep from running into a corner when they turned. Beside him, Josh said nothing, though a nervous tension radiated off the man. 
 
   They’d heard security announce his arrival, meaning Marx was here, and he was smart enough to be on the defensive. A blackened frown rode his face as they turned down the hall toward the infirmary. Caution wasn’t going to be enough to save him. Not this time. He barely caught sight of the slender sheet-clad body on the other side before their director stepped between them and the doors slid shut behind them.
 
   Sebastian felt the muscles beneath his right eye twitch and jump in response. “Where is she, you son-of-a-bitch?” he growled. “Where is Taylor? Is that her lying in there? Is it?” 
 
   He prowled closer, his head cocking in question. 
 
   Marx frowned, his square jaw lifting an authoritative notch. “Stand down and calm yourself, Baas.”
 
   Rage blinded him, eclipsing all else. His fists curled at his sides as Marx’s dark stare drilled into him.
 
   “Calm myself?” he asked with a soft laugh. “I warned you. I told you something like this was going to happen. Did you even care or was this your intention all along? Was this your way of trying to get her out of my life?”
 
   “Sebastian…”
 
   “No,” he interrupted with a slow shake of his head. He took another step forward and whipped his pistol free. The brushed chrome glinted beneath the lights.
 
   “Whoa!” Josh yelled. “Whoa! Baas, put the gun down.”
 
   Ignoring him, he kept his sights trained on their director. Surprise flickered in the big man’s eyes. “What do you think, Marx?” he asked in a cold rasp. “Is today the fucking day?”
 
   “Baas! Seriously, put that damn thing down!” Josh exclaimed, reaching for him.
 
   He spun out of reach, his eyes hardening, but never leaving his target. “What did I say, Marx? What did I tell you would happen if they went after my family?”
 
   “Reevers, I strongly suggest you get your boy under control…”
 
   “I am not his boy. I’m not anyone’s boy. You better get that straight right now,” Sebastian warned, his body trembling with fury.
 
   His jaw tensed as Josh boldly stepped into the line of fire, his hands outstretched and pleading.
 
   “Baas, give me the gun. Don’t do this. Please. Come on, man. Your head’s all fucked up and you aren’t thinking straight. It’s not worth it.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you, Josh.”
 
   “Then don’t. Come on. Put that fucking thing down. You’re going to get yourself killed.”
 
   “Do you think I care?” he asked, tilting his head. “What am I supposed to do, huh? Just go back on my word? Pretend none of this ever happened? No…get out of the way. Now.”
 
   “You might not value your own life at the moment, Sebastian,” Marx stated flatly, “but you seem to place a great deal of importance on Miss McAvay’s. I’m going to chalk this unpleasantness up to a head injury, and you are going to understand that Taylor is under our care. She’s receiving treatment from our medical staff, one of the finest teams in the world. I can easily pull the plug on that generosity and leave her to die like your security guard. The choice is yours.”
 
   His jaw clenched, the muscles beneath knotting with hatred and rage.
 
   “Seb…Seb, listen to me,” Josh soothed, stepping closer. “Taylor needs you. She’s right there on the other side of those doors. You’re not doing either one of you any good standing out here having a pissing match with Marx. Just calm down and give me the gun…please.”
 
   His lip curled. Lean body shaking with fury and disgust, he shook his head, locked the safety, and slammed the pistol into his partner’s waiting palm. The smug smile and gleam in Marx’s eyes made him regret that decision. He brushed past their director with a glower.
 
   “After you,” Marx said with a sweeping bow.
 
   The red-hot anger pumping through his veins fell beneath a wave of concern as he spotted Taylor. She looked so small and fragile strapped to one of the gurneys with a team of medical personnel swarming around her. Swallowing against the lump in his throat, he rushed across the room. His eyes burned as he took in the bloody, tattered remnants of her clothes and the electrodes stuck to her chest. One of the doctors nudged him out of the way. Shooting the short, chubby man a brief glare, Sebastian made his way to the head of the stretcher.
 
   The angry purple bruises mottling her face and sides broke his heart. That delectable bottom lip was going to need stitches, as was a tiny cut above her eye. His body trembled as he tried to keep his emotions in check. It was hard. Too damn hard. All he wanted was to snatch her off the bed, hold her close, and beg her to open her eyes. He’d promise her the world if it meant having her back at his side.
 
   “Taylor?” he asked, his voice coming in a choked whisper. His hand shook as he trailed it over the bruised slope of her cheek. 
 
   “Come on, Baas. Get out of the way,” one of the medics urged.
 
   “Taylor, baby, wake up. Please wake up,” he begged. “I’m here now, sweetheart. Everything is going to be okay. Don’t do this to me. Please don’t do this to me.”
 
   “Baas, get out of the way!” 
 
   He whirled on the short, bearded doctor with a snarl. The man stumbled back only to collide with the solid wall of Marx’s chest. He fumbled with his wire rim glasses, panic stamping his owl-like face as he tried to decide which man was the bigger threat.
 
   A soft whimper broke the silence and Sebastian spun, his attention swinging back to Taylor. Eyes wide and terrified, she struggled against the restraints as she came out of sedation. Her muffled sobs tore at what was left of his heart.
 
   “No, baby. Stop,” he pleaded hoarsely. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”
 
   Her gaze swung up to his and the pleading on her face forced a lump to his throat. Reaching down, he smoothed the hair from her brow, fighting the tears that threatened. He fought to keep his emotions in check as her face crumpled with pity and a low moan broke past her lips.
 
   Taylor shook her head. “Seb…”
 
   “Shh. It’s okay. I’m fine. This is nothing,” he soothed. “Everything’s going to be okay. We need to focus on you.”
 
   “Alright,” Marx interrupted. The deep thunder of his voice rolled through the room. “That’s enough. Do what needs to be done here.”
 
   Taylor jerked as one of the doctors stuck her arm. Fear washed over her and she snapped against the restraints with a low howl. Sebastian swallowed hard, fighting to find his voice. His vision blurred.
 
   “Taylor, shh, no. It’s okay,” he choked. “Don’t fight them.”
 
   His pleas went unheeded in her panic. Understanding broke as he watched her buck and fight against the thick leather restraints holding her down. She didn’t understand where she was or what was happening. All she knew was she was strapped down and strange people were coming at her with needles and God knew what else. Unfortunately, her thrashing was unsettling Marx and putting the medical team on edge. Taylor’s panic intensified and the table nearly capsized as she bucked violently. One of the medical attendants fought to steady her and reach the IV.
 
   Displeasure rode Marx’s craggy features as he approached. Sebastian planted himself between them and reached out, trying to ward the director off with one hand. He roared at the doctor as the little man tried to slip past.
 
   “Just stop for a minute! You’re scaring her!”
 
   “That’s enough, Baas!”
 
   He stiffened at Marx’s curt bellow. Josh reached for his arm, but he veered out of the way. The sudden shift in movement caused the room to pitch in a dangerous swirl. He backpedaled and stumbled to the side, still attempting to steady himself, but it was too late. Sebastian crashed into one of the medical trays. Before he could reach it, the stand tipped and the stainless steel instruments tumbled and scattered, clattering loudly against the linoleum floor. Once again, he found himself stumbling out of his partner’s reach.
 
   “I’m okay,” he said, shaking his head to clear his vision.
 
   “Like hell you are,” Marx barked. “I’m not willing to risk losing you. Get in that bed.”
 
   Sebastian squinted in the direction Marx pointed. He opened his mouth to argue, but the director cut him off with a sharp wave of his hand.
 
   “I allowed you to see your little girlfriend. Either you get your ass in that bed or I’ll put you both in separate rooms until you leave,” Marx snapped. “End of discussion.”
 
   Taylor was crying. He winced at the increasing tempo of her heart monitor. The high-pitched beeps seemed to echo and reverberate through his skull. His stomach churned at her panic and the concern riding the faces of the team around her.
 
   “Please, Taylor. You have to calm down. It’s going to be okay. Everything will be okay now. Trust me,” he begged, moving aside to give the doctor a clear path. As much as he wanted to stay with her, he knew Marx would make good on his threat. 
 
   At an adamant snap of his fingers and an emphatic point from the SKALS commander, he backed toward the other gurney. Annoyed and frustrated, he tried batting Josh away. His partner helped steady him, his dark brow gathering with worry. For the second time that day, he felt another man’s arm slip around him and shame suffused his core. Embarrassed heat stung his cheeks as Josh eased him onto the side of the bed.
 
   Laying down, he craned his head to keep a close eye on what was happening to Taylor. Tight panic settled across his chest and squeezed the air from his lungs as he watched a small swarm of trained professionals scramble to assess and fix whatever was wrong. His eyes darted to Josh’s, almost begging the man to do something to make it right.
 
   “Easy, Baas,” his partner coaxed.
 
   “Stay with her.”
 
   “You got it. Just take it easy. Let the staff do their job.”
 
   Sighing, he sagged back against the stretcher. His jaw clenched as one of the attendants moved to secure his wrists. Restraints were no longer optional in the infirmary. One too many men had come through those doors feral and crazed after reconditioning, all too willing to lash out at the first thing that moved. Now, they were all considered armed and extremely dangerous. He clenched his teeth. While he was no longer the first, he was most certainly still the second. 
 
   Sebastian grunted as one of the leather straps cinched a little too tight for comfort and a rubber tourniquet bit into his arm, pinching the flesh as someone sought to find a vein. His eyes remained locked on Taylor, as the evening spun through his head in a rapid, but agonizing, loop. Cool liquid seeped through his system, and he fought with all he had to stay awake as the sedatives started to kick in. He felt his breathing slow and his lids start to grow heavy. Much like everything else tonight, it was a battle he wasn’t going to win.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rhythmic ticking pulled Sebastian from the blissful cocoon of his slumber. Blinking several times against the gloom, his vision slowly came back into focus and he stared at the steady progression of the second hand as it marched across the face of the wall clock. He had no idea how much time had passed, but the cool, silent surroundings and the windowless metal door assured him he’d made it into recovery.
 
   His throat felt dry and scratchy, his tongue thick and sticky in his mouth. Grimacing, he tried to swallow as his gaze darted around the room in a frantic quest for Taylor. The pounding in his chest and head intensified as he found the room empty except for Josh, who sat in a silent vigil beside him.
 
   “Hey, Baas. How ya feeling?” his partner asked, leaning over him.
 
   He forced a hard swallow and struggled to force the words past his lips. “Where…where’s Taylor…”
 
   “She’s okay. They’re just cleaning her up. They’ll bring her in shortly.”
 
   A quiet sigh of relief escaped him. Giving a slow nod, he looked to his partner in question. “What…how is she?”
 
   Josh shrugged. Leaning back, he scrubbed a hand through his dark hair. “She’s a tough one, Baas. It was a little touch and go at first. She had some sort of allergic reaction that kept messing up her heart. We’re not sure if it’s something the team gave her or if it was a side effect of the neurotoxins Laychee’s men injected her with, but she’s out of the woods now. Like you, she’s got a few cuts, a concussion, and some cracked ribs, but it’s not that bad.”
 
   A soft snort escaped him. “Not that bad,” he repeated in a strained whisper.
 
   The pain and reluctance on his partner’s face lent him pause. His stare bore into Josh for a long moment. Uncomfortable beneath its weight the other man squirmed, making the chair creak.
 
   “What is it?” Sebastian asked. “What aren’t you telling me?” His heart sank and he clenched his jaw. “Did they rape her?”
 
   “No. No, they didn’t rape her, but I…” Josh blew out a shaky breath.
 
   “Spit it out.”
 
   His partner shook his head. “They found traces of gunpowder. They think--”
 
   Sebastian cut him off with a shake of his head. “Don’t,” he warned. “Stop. I’m capable of drawing my own conclusions. I don’t want to hear anymore.”
 
   Gritting his teeth so hard his gums ached, he forced his attention back to the ceiling. Rage detonated like a bomb inside his chest, making his lean muscles quiver beneath the sheets. Shaking, he fought to keep a tenuous hold on his emotions. More than anything, he just wanted to be left alone.
 
   “Baas, tell me what to do. How to fix this.” 
 
   “I want them dead,” he rasped. “All of them. Anyone who had anything to do with this. I want them buried. I don’t care what it takes or what you have to do. Find them. That includes whatever survivors are left on my pathetic excuse for a security team. Find a new one. They can’t be trusted.”
 
   “Sebastian…”
 
   “You asked what you could do,” he said coldly, turning his head to pin his partner with an icy glare. “Now do it.”
 
   “What do you want me to do about Henderson? The guy is barely holding on, but he saved her life, Baas.”
 
   “Saved her?” he asked, his voice hitching with disbelief. “No, Josh. He didn’t save anything. If he had done his job in the first place, those men would have never set foot in my house. Someone should have called the authorities. Something. How do I know this wasn’t some ploy where he could come out looking like the hero? Those men infiltrated my security before. Why not now?”
 
   “Sebastian…”
 
   “No,” he said, cutting him off. His glare pierced the darkened shadows cloaking the room. “How do I really know?”
 
   Josh lowered his head with a sorrowful shake. “You don’t, Baas.”
 
   “One of my own teammates stuck a knife in my back and tried to kill me.”
 
   “I know,” Josh said softly.
 
   “Do you?” he asked. His shoulders jerked with feigned humor. “They put a plastic bag over my head. It’s not the first time we’ve experienced that, though, is it?” He turned his attention to the ceiling. “It’s just different somehow when it’s not an exercise. I know I have enemies. After all the things we’ve done, I’d be a fool to think people didn’t want me dead. I just never expected one of them to be a member of my own team—a man that I looked after and considered my family. Do you know why he did it, Josh?”
 
   “No, Baas. I don’t.”
 
   “He did it because I did my job. He did it because in the process of watching his back and looking out for every other member of this team, I had to put one sorry excuse for an agent down. And now,” he said, trailing off with a sorrowful laugh, “now I have to do it all over again. So you tell me, where does this end? At the end of the day, who can I really trust?”
 
   A long, tense silence ensued. 
 
   “I’ll always have your back. You know that.”
 
   He stared at Josh for a long moment then nodded. “I sincerely hope so. Marx was right. Mercy and compassion have gotten me nowhere and brought me nothing but a world of pain. From now on, if someone so much as breathes in the wrong direction, I will have his head on a stick.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   “Do you know what bothers me the most?”
 
   “What’s that?” his partner asked, hanging his head.
 
   “We tagged that son-of-a-bitch. Someone somewhere along the way had to know he was at my house. Even if just for a minute, yet no one made a move to stop him. Tell me why that is.”
 
   “I don’t know, Sebastian,” Josh admitted quietly. “It was late. Maybe no one noticed. Maybe they did. Maybe they showed up, but it was too late. That would explain how Marx knew to search for her on the way to the hospital.”
 
   His shoulders jerked with a humorless huff. “He knew this was coming. Marx wanted it to happen. The only reason Taylor is here is because he realized things went south and he was scrambling to cover his ass. He wanted her out of the way. Don’t think I’ve forgotten what he said. I will never forgive him for this.”
 
   Josh stood and patted his arm. “You’ve had a long night. I’ll take care of everything, Baas. You need to rest up and try to get some sleep.”
 
   “Not until I see Taylor again. And Josh?”
 
   Turning from the door, his partner paused. Hesitancy flickered across his shadowy features.
 
   “Yeah, Baas?”
 
   “Thank you.”
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   Taylor fought her way through the comforting arms of sleep to find Sebastian looming over her. His eyes searched her face, the mesmerizing sage pools offering both reassurance and familiarity. They were a welcome sight among the cold grey walls and sterile linoleum floor that had permeated her dreams and the sparse moments when she’d been awake. The harsh tang of disinfectants hung in the air, giving the impression of a hospital, but the undercurrent—the general feel of the room itself was much more menacing.
 
   She felt like she had spent a lifetime there, sleeping but not living. Sebastian toyed with a tangled lock of her hair. Reaching up, she trailed her fingers over the strong ridge of his cheek, a tired smile dangling from her lips. He dropped a wink in her direction and snared her hand, pulling it away from his face to plant a kiss against her palm.
 
   “There’s my girl,” he murmured. “How are you feeling?”
 
   She smothered a yawn and blushed. “Exhausted.”
 
   “It’s the medication. It will wear off soon.”
 
   “How long have we been here?”
 
   He hollowed his cheeks for a moment, his gaze shifting beyond her to the heavy metal door. “Three weeks.”
 
   Numbness and confusion spiraled through her. At least it explained how the bruising on his face was mostly gone, leaving only faint yellow traces in its wake. Three weeks though? That was such a long time. Time they would never get back. She sighed, sinking deeper into the pillows as she did the math in her head. They’d missed Saint Patrick’s Day. The onset of spring. Her birthday. It had all slipped by while they lay trapped in some drug-induced slumber.
 
   Taylor felt the weight of his stare grow even heavier and more pronounced. Sebastian was watching her, gauging her reaction. Releasing the breath she’d been holding, she forced a smile she didn’t quite feel.
 
   “At least most of the pain is gone. Can we go home soon?”
 
   He stroked her hair, his expression unreadable. Taylor searched his eyes, needing some small indication that he wanted their life together to continue as badly as she did. She turned the diamond ring on her finger as his words that night wormed through her brain, twisting her stomach in knots. He hadn’t meant them. She needed to believe that. They just needed to get out of here and go home where they could be a normal couple again.
 
   “Soon, baby.”
 
   “I miss us.”
 
   A small smile quirked the corner of his lips, but his nod seemed sad. 
 
   “I miss us too, baby. Soon,” he promised. “Just a few more hours at most. They’re going to want to clear you before we go.”
 
   Taylor bit her lip and nodded. She winced at the faint soreness lingering beneath the surface and ran her tongue in experimentation over the thick line of a scar. Her heart sank and she hung her head, wondering what other ugly reminders her body and face bore. She’d never felt worthy enough of Sebastian in the first place. He was handsome, yes, but there was so much more. He was commanding and magnetic—the type of man who walked into a room and turned everyone’s head. Men, women, it didn’t matter. Everyone could sense they were in the presence of something dangerous and different, but everyone wanted to draw closer. Just like that poor man in the bookstore. He’d tried so hard to make conversation and be a part of their world, if only for the moment.
 
   A worried frown lined her face as she wondered how long it would be before that was her.
 
   Twisting the sheet, she glanced up at him. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
 
   Sebastian tore his attention away from the door. His head whipped around and he pinned her with a bewildered stare. “What?”
 
   “I just…I tried to fight them and get away. I didn’t tell them anything, I swear.”
 
   The light in his pale eyes dimmed, and a wounded expression flickered across his face. His swallow seemed to echo through the room as he lay a gentle forefinger across her lips. “Shh, Taylor, not now. We’ll talk about it when we get home. I have some things I need to say, but I want to wait until both of our heads are clear.”
 
   She let out a shaky breath and nodded. It was all she could do. His mood was too veiled, too unreadable, to keep pushing. Her chest tightened and ached when Sebastian’s focus returned to the door. The well-defined muscles in his lean form shook with tension. She wondered if it was her or their surroundings that put him so on edge. Her mind spun, recalling the dim corridors Marx had wheeled her through and the imposing insignias on the walls. The prison-like stretch was terrifying enough without thinking about things like reconditioning or interrogation. A cold chill flooded her veins.
 
   “Sebastian?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   She chewed the corner of her thumbnail, searching for the right words. A blush crept over her cheeks, warming them, as he turned to face her and pushed her hand away from her mouth with a look of soft reproach.
 
   “Stop doing that. You’re going to ruin your teeth.”
 
   “I’m scared,” she admitted in a whisper. “I don’t like it here.”
 
   Sighing, he scooted lower on her bed and wound his arms around her shoulders, drawing her close. “Just close your eyes and try to relax, Taylor. I’m right here. Everything is going to be okay.”
 
   “I swear I didn’t say anything, Sebastian. Marx knows that, right? He’s not mad at me?”
 
   “Shh,” he soothed, trailing his fingers through her hair. “Baby, please. Just calm down and be quiet. We’ll talk about everything later. I promise.”
 
   Nodding, she rested her head on his chest, savoring the heat that radiated through his tee shirt and the slow, steady beat of his heart. The warm, familiar scent of his body threatened to unravel the fragile hold she had on her emotions. Seeing him and holding him, were something she’d thought she’d never get to do again. It made the simple moments like these feel even more precious, and she swore she would never take the little things in life for granted again.
 
   Content, she slid her hand over the flat plane of his stomach and traced the firm ridges of his abdomen beneath his shirt. His lips twitched with the beginnings of a smile before he buried his face in her hair. Threading his fingers through hers, he dragged her hand away and placed it against his chest, still keeping their fingers locked.
 
   “I missed you so much,” he whispered. “More than you know.”
 
   He tensed and sat up when the metal door swung open without warning. Taylor winced, her heart leaping into her throat in a frantic flutter as she felt Sebastian’s grip tighten and Marx’s broad shadow fell across the room. The director regarded them both with a terse expression that contrasted the warm, welcoming glow of his chocolaty skin beneath the lights.
 
   “I’m sorry to break up this tender little exchange, but I’m sure you would like to go home.” His lips stretched into a tight smirk as his stare settled on Taylor. “As much as we’ve all enjoyed having a pretty face around here, my hospitality is starting to wear thin.”
 
   She shivered, pressing closer to Sebastian. His rigid body trembled ever so slightly against hers. The firm set of his jaw and cold gleam in his eyes left no doubt that it was rage, not fear, making him quake.
 
   Marx indicated toward the door with a curt nod of his head. “The doctor is waiting to give you your all clear.”
 
   Sebastian patted her arm and eased her away from his side. She was grateful when he rounded the bed and pushed close, planting himself squarely between her and the burly director. The heat of his hand on the small of her back offered reassurance as he led her toward the door.
 
   “You’re a very lucky woman, Miss McAvay. I hope you realize that,” Marx said, stopping them both.
 
   She turned, reluctantly peering over her shoulder.
 
   “Few men love anything enough to confront me about it, let alone point a gun in my face,” he explained. His expression was flat and devoid of emotion as his dark eyes bore into her. “Appreciate what you have.”
 
   Her brow furrowed as the two men exchanged a look she couldn’t quite decipher. It was hard to say if it was respect or an unspoken challenge. Swallowing against the lump of fear in her throat, she took comfort from his words and nodded.
 
   “I do, sir, very much. Thank you for all of your help.”
 
   The big man chuckled. “I’m sure you realize this was for Sebastian’s benefit, not yours. That said, it was my pleasure. Thank you for choosing SKALS as your vacation destination. Try not to make it through our doors again.”
 
   Thrown off by his sick humor, she offered a polite nod.
 
   “One more thing, Miss McAvay. I’m sure Sebastian will reiterate this fact for you later, but you would do well to never mention this place or what happened that night again.”
 
   Lifting her chin, she met his fathomless stare with as much courage as she could muster. “I wouldn’t dream of it, sir.”
 
   His laugh rolled through the room. “So she still has a bit of spirit after all. That’s good to see. Get her out of here, Baas.”
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   Sebastian’s stomach clenched as he eased the Benz to a stop outside the gates. Gates that had proven useless in keeping the wrong people out. The light lunch they’d grabbed on the way home threatened to resurface. Home was usually such a welcome sight, but this time he wasn’t so sure. What would they be walking into? Laychee’s men had violated the sanctity of his home. He wasn’t looking forward to seeing the physical reminders of that night any more than Taylor must be. Steeling himself, he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. As troubling as his thoughts were, he could only imagine what was going through her mind. 
 
   Whatever she was feeling, she hid it well. Her expression was stoic, her attention rooted straight ahead. Sebastian frowned. She was usually so easy to read. He didn’t like this newfound wall between them.
 
   After rolling down the window, he accessed the digital scanner and typed in the new security code he’d given Josh. He sighed. The upgraded system was just the beginning in the long list of things he was going to have to fix or change. 
 
   The moment he nosed the Benz through the gates, the new security team swarmed. His eyes narrowed as a beast of a man approached the driver’s side window and greeted him with the business end of a rifle. Beside him, Taylor shifted and flattened against the back of her seat. Fear clearly branded her features as her wide stare raked over the unfamiliar assembly of armed men circling the car. His temper surged.
 
   “Get that fucking thing out of my face,” he warned.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir. No unauthorized personnel allowed,” the man responded in a smooth, voice that carried a hint of a Cajun drawl.
 
   Sebastian lowered his head and shook it with a humorless laugh.
 
   “This isn’t funny, sir. I’m telling you right now that you have until the count of three to turn around.”
 
   “And I am telling you to get that gun out of my face before I make you eat it. This is my house.”
 
   Doubt twisted the large man’s face. His Southern accent seemed suited to his six-four plus frame. Though not heavily muscled, he was solid, and the thick scar tracing the contour of his eye down the curve of his jaw assured he’d seen the face of Hell a time or two and lived to tell the stories. But it was the glint in his blue eyes that promised he was serious. He cast a quick glance toward the house while Sebastian silently assessed the man’s performance.
 
   “I’m going to have to see some ID.”
 
   Leaning forward, he fished in his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. “Suit yourself.”
 
   The man studied both him and picture carefully before offering a respectful nod and stepping back. He shouldered his rifle strap and flashed a hesitant smile. “My apologies, sir. One never can be too careful. Welcome home, Special Agent Baas. I’m Rupert, but mostly people just call me Treck.”
 
   “I can see why,” Sebastian said, returning his billfold to his pocket. He fixed his attention on the guard. “I am going to assume that you are my new head of security, Rupert.”
 
   The man’s shoulders straightened with his nod. “Yes, sir, I am.”
 
   “Good. Understand this: I appreciate your effort and competence, but if you ever point a loaded weapon in my face again, you’ll meet the same ill fate as my last security team.”
 
   The husky guard shifted on his feet, skin paling with the warning. “Understood, sir. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “I would hope not. This,” Sebastian said leaning back in his seat and gesturing beside him, “is my fiancée, Taylor. Safeguarding her and securing the house in my absence is your main priority. Nothing else matters. Consider yourself her personal bodyguard. It’s your ass on the line if any harm comes to her. That means as much as a single hair on her head. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir. Crystal. It’s nice to meet you, Ma’am,” he said, flashing a courteous smile.
 
   “I will brief you and the rest of the team on my expectations later.”
 
   “We’re looking forward to it, sir.”
 
   Sebastian scoffed beneath his breath. “We will see.”
 
   “One last thing, Agent Baas. A man and woman arrived earlier and are waiting inside, a Mr. Josh Reevers and Ms. Monique Dupree. Mr. Reevers is the one who hired me.”
 
   He forced a tight nod. “That would be my partner and my sister.”
 
   “I hope that’s okay, sir.”
 
   “It’s fine, Rupert. Thank you.”
 
   After rolling the window up, Sebastian turned to Taylor with a slight roll of his eyes and hit the button for the garage door. “He’s a talkative one.”
 
   She turned in her seat, worry clouding her face and darkening her studious gaze. “What happened to Henderson?”
 
   Sebastian stiffened. He had known that one was coming. Sighing, he guided the car in the garage, killed the motor, and shut the door. He took her hand and kissed the tip of her fingers, his eyes searching hers in the darkened space.
 
   “Henderson didn’t make it, baby. I’m sorry. We only have so many people on our medical staff. The doctors were busy tending to you and the surgical team was scrambling to keep Dominic from bleeding out.”
 
   A sob welled in her chest. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to cry. It’s just…he saved my life.”
 
   He expelled a dry huff. “No, Taylor. He almost cost you your life. If security had done their job properly, none of this would have happened. At the very least, headquarters or the police would have been called and they could have a put a stop to things. That kind of lax performance is not something that will happen again. I promise you that much.”
 
   “You don’t know what it was like,” she whispered. “You have no idea what they went through.”
 
   His jaw tightened at the accusation, but she was right. He didn’t know. Letting his head fall back, he stared at the seam where the windshield joined the roof and fought to keep his temper under control. The faint smell of gasoline and motor oil hung in the air.
 
   “No, Taylor,” he said softly. “I wasn’t there. I have no way of knowing what really happened that night, but even if he had given it his all, there was no way SKALS was going to waste their resources to save a man who meant nothing to them. Their hands were full enough as it was. He died a hero and for a worthy cause, Taylor. Leave it at that.”
 
   “I mean nothing to them either.”
 
   He shook his head and kissed the top of her hand. “Maybe not, but you mean everything to me. They owed me, Taylor, and after everything that happened, they owed us. The fact that you are still alive is the only reason Marx is still breathing, and he knows it. I don’t know what I would do if I ever lost you, baby. That was the worst night of my life. I was crazed and out of my mind with grief. You need to know I only said those things to Laychee to keep you alive and buy us more time, Taylor. You have no idea how much it killed me to say those things and pretend I didn’t care. I love you so damn much. I would have done anything to make them stop, but if I would have given them those passwords, we’d both be dead. Us and who knows how many innocent people. Even if they hadn’t offed us, if we told them those passwords, Marx would have. I was protecting you and our country. You have to believe that.”
 
   She hung her head and nodded. Her quiet sniffle filled the car. “I know. It just hurt to hear it, and it killed me when I thought I would never get to see you again.”
 
   He swallowed against the thick knot wedged in his throat. Reaching up, he threaded his fingers through her hair and gently rubbed the back of her scalp. “I know, baby,” he murmured, drawing her close and resting his forehead against hers. “I know.”
 
   Remembering Josh and his sister were waiting inside, he fought to rein his emotions in and get them back under control. Whatever happened, whatever sights he saw, he had to stay strong. Not just for his sake, but for Taylor’s. Tipping her chin up, he ran his thumb over the soft swell of her lips and pressed a light kiss against them.
 
   “We will finish this conversation later,” he whispered with a begrudging sigh. “Let’s just get this over with. One hurdle at a time, darling.”
 
   She leaned into his touch. “I’m too tired to run a race, let alone leap over anything.”
 
   Sebastian forced a smile and unhooked her seat belt. “That’s what you have me for, baby. Just say the word and I’ll carry you. Regardless, we are going to get through this together. I promise.”
 
   His mind spun as he got out and walked around the front of the car to open Taylor’s door. They’d been through so much lately. There had been more downs than ups. That truth flooded him with shame. It certainly wasn’t the life he’d envisioned giving her, nor the life he had promised. Laychee was no longer a threat, but as much as he wanted to, Sebastian wasn’t foolish enough to believe it was the last storm they would weather. Clouds and trouble always brewed on the horizon. 
 
   He steeled his jaw and clung to determination. This time, he would be waiting, and he would cut that trouble off at the pass. Compassion was no longer an option.
 
   Kissing Taylor’s temple, he pulled her close and led her inside. A pleasant heat engulfed them the moment they stepped through the doors, rather than the brisk early spring chill he’d been expecting. When they wandered into the kitchen, he could see why. 
 
   Someone had replaced the sliding glass doors and windows that had been blown out in the fray. In fact, as far as he could see, the house was spotless. No broken glass or dishes littered the floor. There were no signs of blood or struggle anywhere. The only things out of place in the familiar surroundings were the huge Welcome Home banner draped across the fireplace wall and the hesitant faces of his partner and sister as they stood poised side-by-side in the great room.
 
   Taylor sagged against his side. Squeezing her tighter, he released a slow exhale and allowed the first twinge of relief to sweep through his veins. It was a brief, momentary victory.
 
   “Welcome home,” Monique said. Stepping out of the protective circle of Josh’s arm, his sister smoothed her light green sweater dress and walked across the room to join them. She greeted him with a gentle hug before turning to bestow the same on Taylor. Pity darkened her eyes, but she quickly regained her composure and forced a tremulous smile. “I’m so glad you’re back,” she murmured. “Both of you. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Tired,” Sebastian admitted. 
 
   His bewildered stare roamed past her to take in his surroundings one more time. Worry lined her face as Monique searched his, trying to gauge his reaction.
 
   “I figured you might be, so I whipped up a week’s worth of food and stuck it in the freezer. It’s nothing special, just some casseroles, lasagna, and stir-fries. That way, if you want, all you have to do is heat and eat.”
 
   Sebastian nodded and reached up to tuck a lock of honeyed hair behind her ear. “Thank you,” he said softly. “You didn’t have to do that. We would have managed.”
 
   “I know you could have, but that’s not the point. You’re not a fan of eating out, and it’s no big deal. I wanted to help you guys out and make your transition as easy as possible. I was worried about you,” she admitted. “Both of you.”
 
   “Quit fawning and let them breathe already, Mo,” Josh teased. He approached and offered Sebastian a nod before dropping a quick wink in Taylor’s direction. “All sappy shit aside, it really is good to have the two of you back. I hope you don’t mind the ambush.”
 
   “I can’t believe you guys did all of this,” Taylor murmured, glancing around. “Thank you so much.”
 
   Josh brushed her off with a dismissive wave of his hand. “It was nothing, kiddo.”
 
   “No.” Sebastian shook his head. “This was a lot more than nothing, Josh.”
 
   “Don’t go getting all sentimental on me, Baas.”
 
   Taylor’s sniffle drew Sebastian’s attention. Some of his worry faded as he watched her hug his sister. The quiet words she spoke were lost on him. Frowning, his gaze darted to Josh. His partner offered a noncommittal shrug and thrust his hands into his front pockets.
 
   Leaving the girls to their own devices, he wandered through the house in an automatic bid to reach his study. As hard as he tried, he could see no traces of any struggles or intrusion. Only the lingering smell of fresh paint and carpeting alerted him to the fact that anything was off. Unfortunately, it had happened. It wasn’t just some bad dream he could shake off and forget.
 
   Once he reached the familiar sanctuary of his office, he dropped into his leather chair and poured himself a drink from the crystal decanter perched on the corner of his desk. The glint of a metal flash drive caught his attention, and he leaned forward to pick it up and turn it in his fingers.
 
   “It was hard to get a read on you out there. In all seriousness, Baas, I hope you don’t mind that we came in and cleaned things up,” Josh said from the doorway.
 
   Glancing up, he motioned his partner in and gave a slow shake of his head. “No, it’s fine. Come in and shut the door behind you, please.”
 
   Josh did as requested and stood sentry with his hands clasped behind his back.
 
   “I will reimburse you for whatever you spent here.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary, Baas.”
 
   “It doesn’t fall on you to shoulder the expenses of fixing my home,” he stated in a stiff voice.
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” Josh agreed. “We took up a collection at work. All of the guys pitched in. All of them. Everyone wanted to contribute something.”
 
   Sebastian felt his brow twitch and tighten as a brief wave of confusion rolled through him. The kindness threw him off guard. It also made him think—think about the kind of men they were trained to be and the kind of men most of them secretly ached to be. Forcing a tight nod, he took a drink and grimaced against the sweet burn of the amaretto-flavored liquor. “I will take that into consideration when I return.”
 
   “No one wanted you to come home to that kind of chaos, Baas, and Taylor certainly didn’t need to relive it. It was pretty bad,” Josh admitted. “I know you though. There’s some pictures and video footage on that flash drive if the need to see it ever does arise. I just wouldn’t advise it.”
 
   He clenched his jaw and leaned back against his seat. “What happened?”
 
   “As far as we can tell, they started the attack by launching flash-bang grenades at your security. Blind, deaf, and disorientated, they never stood much of a chance. It was a massacre out there. Laychee’s men probably gunned them down while they were still fighting to regain their senses and scaled the gates. Some of the wrought iron bars were chipped like they’d used anchoring hooks. The frenzy made it easy to scale the gate. We also found casings on the deck, up against the rails. Its percussion blew the glass in. 
 
   “From what we can tell, Taylor was in the kitchen at the time. She started to run toward the foyer. We’re guessing whatever men were stationed out front were trying to beat the front doors in by then and spooked her. There were signs of her doubling back around and hiding in the cupboard in the wine room for a while. They ransacked the entire place looking for her. I’m not sure when or how they located her, but there was a mass struggle in the hall leading down here. I’m guessing that’s where she broke the one guy’s nose.”
 
   Pinching his sinuses, Sebastian nodded. His heart wrenched with the notion. “She was trying,” he mumbled. “She was trying to get away and get to my guns.”
 
   “She’s a fighter, Baas. As far as local officials are concerned, a group of crazed radicals was trying to break into a decorated FBI agent’s home. When you weren’t here, they attacked your fiancée. She managed to get away with one of your security staff and was treated for minor injuries in a private facility. Henderson, unfortunately, did not survive. Be that as it may, it’s now a federal matter and none of their concern.” A wry smile twisted his lips. “Not that there’s anyone left to prosecute. None that they will find, anyway.”
 
   Blowing out a deep breath, Sebastian then downed the rest of his drink. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it. You all right?”
 
   He clenched his teeth until the muscles along his jaw bulged with the force. “I will be,” he said, setting his glass down.
 
   Clinging to that simple statement, he embraced it as fact. Things would be different. He would do better, be better. He would do whatever it took to keep Taylor safe and be the man she needed him to be. Nothing would ever come between them again. Not some two-bit thug with a grudge, not some backstabbing traitor who felt he had something to prove to the world, not even Marx. He couldn’t risk going through that. Couldn’t risk losing her again. Taylor was the glue, the only thing still holding him together, and that was a fragile, perilous thread at best.
 
   As for work, that situation would also improve. He would deal with his team when he returned. Dominic would answer for all he had done. He would answer and pay dearly. Of that much, he was certain. But as Marx would say, today was not that day. Now was the time to focus and rebuild his life with Taylor. One step forward, one day at a time. It was the only way to move.
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   Sebastian stared into the flickering flames of the candle, his thoughts distant and disjointed despite the laughter echoing around the table. His food sat mostly untouched. Leaning back in his seat, he took a long sip of wine and turned his attention to Taylor, watching her, gauging her mood and reaction as Monique regaled her with stories of their childhood. His jaw tightened as he tried to pull his focus back to the present, but it seemed determined to linger in the past. The smell of fresh paint and new carpet lingered in the air, overriding the spicy Chinese blend wafting from the table. He shifted uneasily in his seat, not caring for the changes around him.
 
   Though Josh and Monique had done a wonderful job of cleaning things up and the rest of the house remained the same, the dining room chairs were different. A necessity after Laychee’s men had ransacked his home and broken one of the previous set while they’d brutalized Taylor.
 
   Guilt and rage seethed below the surface. Deep down, he hoped Josh and Henderson had made those bastards pay. Fists clenched beneath the table, his lean body trembled with silent fury.
 
   “Sebastian?”
 
   He glanced over at Taylor. His brow furrowed with concern as he watched her smile falter. Swallowing, he fought to pull away from the dark tide of his emotions. She’d been through so much over the past few weeks. The last thing she needed was to suffer through one of his violent moods. He regretted their audience, wanting nothing more than to pull her out of her seat and hold her close. Instead, he settled for tucking her hair behind her ear and forcing a smile.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked. Worry lined her face as she nibbled her lower lip in uncertainty.  
 
   “I’m fine, sweetheart,” he soothed. “I’m just not very hungry.”
 
   She leaned into his touch before turning her head to kiss his palm. The distinct creak of wood drew his attention, and he glanced up to see his sister squirming across from him. Even Josh gaped his way, his dark blue stare full of questions. Sebastian sighed and pushed his chair away from the table with a quiet apology. Shaking his head, he strode out of the room, carrying only his wine glass with him.
 
   “Do you want me to heat you up something else?” his sister asked. 
 
   Turning, he found she’d followed him into the kitchen. “No, Monique. I ordered what I wanted. Dinner was fine. I promise.”
 
   Nodding, she wrung her hands. Apprehension creased her usually flawless features as she draped a tentative hand over his forearm. He tensed, looking at her in inquiry, but he made no move to pull away.
 
   “I won’t insult you by pretending to know what you are going through, Sebastian. I don’t, but I do know how strong you are and how much you hate not being in control.” She lowered her head, her next words coming in a plea. “You aren’t going to be either of those things if you don’t take care of yourself.”
 
   Backing away from her, he raked a hand down his face and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I know that, Monique,” he said in a measured tone. “But I assure you, one night of not eating isn’t going to kill me.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to tell you what you should do. I’m just worried about you.”
 
   He dumped the rest of his wine in the sink and rinsed his glass before setting it on the counter. Needing to stay busy, he snagged a checkered dishtowel out of the drawer and started wiping down the faucet and handles even though the brushed stainless steel already gleamed. He felt his sister looming behind him, watching him as she waited for some kind of reaction. Flinging the towel over his shoulder, he spun on his heel to face her. 
 
   Monique staggered back a quick step. Her already pale skin lightened even further. 
 
   “Do you really want to help me?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. Of course I do, Sebastian.”
 
   Nodding, he cast a quick look toward the archway to make sure no one else was within earshot. “Taylor missed her birthday when we were recuperating at SKALS’ headquarters. She hasn’t said anything about it. She’s far too sweet to do that, but I want to do something special for her. Something…I don’t know…nice. She deserves that much.”
 
   “What are you thinking here, Seb?”
 
   He frowned, his shoulders rolling with a helpless shrug. “I don’t know, Monique. A party? A cookout? You tell me.”
 
   “We’ll do both,” she said. “I’ll take care of everything. Right now, you need to focus on yourself and Taylor. Do you have a list of her family and friends or some people she would like invited?”
 
   Plowing a hand through his curls, he tugged and shook his head. “No, and I haven’t had time to replace her phone.”
 
   Monique’s face scrunched with confusion, but she didn’t ask. It was just as well. He didn’t feel like going in to the how and why he’d broken her phone.
 
   “There’s some redhead, Irene, who worked with Taylor in the truck stop diner on the other side of town,” he continued. “They still talk. She might know a few more of Taylor’s friends, but her family is not welcome here. I don’t want those worthless degenerates anywhere near her. That’s the last thing she needs right now.”
 
   His sister winced at the assessment, but nodded. “Understood. I’ll see what I can do. Is this weekend okay?”
 
   “That will be fine. Thank you.” One side of his mouth lifted with a tired smile as he reached for her and smoothed the top of her honeyed blonde hair. “I appreciate your loyalty, Monique. I spent the entire ride home trying to brace myself for what I might see. I fully expected to walk in to a warzone and find my house turned upside down. There is no way I can ever repay you or Josh for everything you’ve done. I appreciate it more than you know.”
 
   She graced him with an affectionate smile. “There’s no need to thank me. You’ve taken care of me my entire life. I wish the circumstances were a little different, but I’m grateful for the chance to give something back, Sebastian. No matter how small.”
 
   Biting the insides of his cheeks, he stared down at her for a long minute, uncertain of what to say or how to respond. A strained swallow pushed past his throat. Forcing his attention elsewhere, he managed a mute nod. Her gratitude made him uncomfortable, and for a moment, he grappled with the memories of their past. Images of their father and his gnarled fists loomed before his mind, along with all the times he’d urged Monique to run and hide while he’d stood his ground.
 
   She was twelve when their father passed away and thirteen when their mother followed eight short months later. He’d taken the first flight home and, after the funeral, he secured his guardianship, found base housing, and taken his little sister with him.
 
   Things had been so different then. More often than not, he’d barely had two dollars to rub together, but they’d had each other and that was the only thing that had mattered. It had been rough when he’d served his tours, but thanks to the help of some fellow Marines and their families, Monique was well cared for in his absence. They’d made it through. After his discharge, he’d focused on working and getting his degree so he could put his sister through college. Then, the FBI showed interest; SKALS recruited him, and life, as they knew it, was forever changed. Now, he had more money than he knew what to do with, but he would always fall under the shadow of SKALS’ authority.
 
   There was no escape, and as his family, Monique would always fall under the same dark cloud. The burden fell on him to protect her and see that she stayed in line. It was never far from Sebastian’s mind that if he failed, she would join the rest of their family in the ground. Pulling himself from his thoughts, he forced a small smile for his sister’s benefit.
 
   “It has been a crazy ride,” he admitted, tracing the black granite countertop with his finger. “But I don’t regret it. You’re my family. It’s my job to look out for you.”
 
   “Maybe that’s true, but you didn’t have to do it so well. You’ve always done everything for me,” she said, reaching for his shoulder. “You’ve always went above and beyond.”
 
   Steeling his jaw, Sebastian pulled away with a firm shake of his head. “Stop it, Monique.”
 
   “Sebastian…”
 
   “No,” he said edging away. “I’m not looking for a pat on the back, and I don’t need you to coddle me.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to,” she whispered, lowering her head to hide the hurt. “I was just trying to say I love you.”
 
   His shoulders shook as he spread his palms. “Then say it. Why beat around the bush? Is it really that hard?”
 
   Monique’s reply was so soft he almost missed it. “You seem to accept that you’re good at your job, but not that there is any good left inside you. You’re a good person.”
 
   He pinned her with a pointed stare. “You’re remembering the man I was, not the one I am.”
 
   “I love you regardless, Sebastian. Please remember that.”
 
   His eyes narrowed as he studied her for a moment trying to figure out her angle. It wasn’t like her to be so persistent. Was he coming across as soft or just that wounded and desperate? Ever since he’d walked through the door, he’d felt like a damn zoo exhibit put on display for someone else’s amusement. He was tired of everyone watching and analyzing his every move. 
 
   Sighing beneath his breath, he nodded. “I’ll try,” he stated in a quiet rasp. “I love you, too.”
 
   “Aw, isn’t that sweet? How about a group hug?”
 
   He whirled at the sound of his partner’s voice. Seeing Josh standing there with his arms outstretched, Sebastian leveled him with a fierce glare and brushed past, not caring that he jarred the other man’s shoulder.
 
   He prowled down the foyer, stopping when he spotted Taylor still seated at the dining room table. She looked so small and lost, huddled in the high-backed padded seat. Her eyes were troubled as she stared at the candles much as he had during dinner, the dancing flames casting shadows across her delicate features.
 
   Frowning, he walked in to the room and eased in to the seat beside her. Taylor glanced up as he poured some wine in her empty glass. “You’re legal now,” he whispered, leaning over to nuzzle the side of her neck.
 
   She arched a brow, some of the light returning to her grey eyes as they met his. “Are you trying to get me drunk and take advantage of me, Agent Baas?”
 
   He snared her chin with a low chuckle. “I’d say there is a very definite problem if I need to ply you with liquor in order to do that. What part of my job am I not doing right, Miss McAvay?”
 
   She squirmed, cheeks flushing as he brushed his lips across hers in a feather light caress. Her warm breath fanned his skin, luring him away from the temptations of bitterness and rage. Threading his fingers through the soft silk of her hair, he pulled her head closer and kissed her again.
 
   “I missed you,” he murmured, resting his forehead against hers. “Just being here and sharing simple moments like this.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   He glanced up as Josh’s raised voice carried from the kitchen. Seeing Taylor’s smile falter, he sighed. The playfulness lighting her face gave way to a fearful grimace as she tried to peer down the foyer. Tightening his hold on her hair, Sebastian brought her focus back to him with a gentle tug. “No, baby,” he said, with a slow shake of his head. “It’s none of our business. Let them work out their problems on their own. We have enough to deal with.”
 
   “He sounds upset,” she whispered.
 
   Sebastian rubbed the back of her scalp. “Monique probably jumped his case. He tried to lighten things up earlier, but I’m not very good company tonight and I’m afraid my humor is lacking. They’ll work it out.” Taking her hand, he pulled her from her chair. “Grab your drink and come on,” he said.
 
   The small tremble worming through her was not lost on him. Part of him wondered if it was out of fear for Monique or herself. The thought only led to more guilt. Leading her through the house, he pulled open the sliding glass doors off the kitchen and ushered her onto the deck. Fortunately, Josh and Monique had taken their argument into the living room, away from the rest of the house.
 
   The crisp night air washed over them in a cooling wave. He breathed deep as he steered her toward the wooden rail, relishing the invigorating scent of spring as it rolled down off the mountains. Easing behind Taylor, he pulled the glass from her hand and set it on the banister. He rested his chin on her shoulder as they shared in the view of the forest and snow-covered peaks looming in the distance. The gold and deep purple shades of twilight painted the sky in lazy swirls.
 
   “Better?”
 
   She nodded and leaned into him, escaping the chill. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he drew her closer.
 
   “I forgot how beautiful it was here.”
 
   He smoothed her hair as the wind stirred it and a stray wisp tickled his nose. “It’s nothing compared to you.”
 
   “You’re so full of it,” she said with an amused snort.
 
   “Mm. No. I believe that’s your lot to bear in life, darling, not mine.”
 
   She choked on her laughter. “Real nice, Sebastian!”
 
   He grinned into her hair and emphasized his point by snaring her hips and grinding against them in a suggestive bump. “It’s true. So very full of it.” 
 
   A slight prickle on the nape of his neck alerted him to the fact that they were no longer alone. On edge, Sebastian searched the shadows below with narrowed eyes. Some of the tension fled him as he watched one of the security guards stroll by with a polite nod in their direction. He didn’t return the gesture. Instead, he returned his chin to its perch on Taylor’s shoulder and breathed in her scent, searching for the peace only she seemed to bring. Another cool breeze lifted her hair and she snuggled deeper against his chest. He tightened his embrace, his heart sinking when her slender form rose and fell with a soft sigh.
 
   “What are you thinking?”
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