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“It’s wrong.”

Silas’s voice was a low rasp against her ear, the words a final, crumbling dam holding back a flood they both felt rising. His hands, however, didn’t move from where they framed her face, his thumbs wiping away the tears still warm on her cheeks.

Mia didn’t care. She surged up, capturing his mouth with hers again, a desperate, hungry sound vibrating in her throat. Wrong? Nothing had ever felt more right, more necessary, than the solid, unyielding heat of him pressed against her in the dark.

—

It had begun, as it always did, with a sound.

A scrape. A whisper of something out of place in the deep, midnight quiet of her upscale apartment. Mia’s eyes flew open in the darkness of her bedroom, her heart a frantic bird trapped in the cage of her ribs. The fear was instant, cold, and slick. It was the same fear that had been her shadow for weeks, ever since the first anonymous, chilling letter had arrived at her father’s office.

She didn’t think. She just moved, her bare feet silent on the plush carpet as she fled her room. The living room was a landscape of monochrome shadows, the city lights a distant, hazy glow beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. And there, on the long, charcoal-gray sofa, was the unmoving silhouette of her protector.

Silas didn’t sleep in a bed. He slept like a soldier, or a sentinel: boots off, but within reach, a tactical blanket pulled to his waist, his posture even in sleep suggesting readiness. His breathing was slow, deep, a steady rhythm in the silent room.

He was her father’s oldest, most trusted friend, a former Secret Service agent who had spent his life standing in front of bullets for others. Her father, a high-profile politician with a sudden target on his back, had asked Silas to stay at her apartment until the person who sent the threatening letters was apprehended. Silas had taken the assignment with his usual cold, clinical efficiency, but as she stood over him in the dark, watching the strong line of his jaw and the heavy muscles of his chest, she realized his presence had become the very thing she feared and craved in equal measure.

“Silas.” Her voice was a thread, barely audible.

He was awake before the second syllable left her lips. One moment he was a statue; the next, he was upright, his eyes finding her instantly in the gloom. They held a sharp, assessing clarity that held no trace of sleep. “What is it?”

“I heard something.” She wrapped her arms around herself, the thin silk of her camisole doing nothing against the sudden chill of her fear. “In the hallway. Maybe the kitchen. I don’t know.”

He was already moving, a shadow detaching from the deeper dark. He didn’t speak, just placed a firm, warm hand on her shoulder, guiding her to stand behind him. He moved through the apartment with a lethal, quiet grace, checking corners, pausing to listen, his body a shield between her and every potential threat. Mia watched the play of muscles across his back beneath his black t-shirt, the way he seemed to absorb the ambient light. He was forty-five, twenty-five years her senior, and his body spoke of a lifetime of discipline and strength that her college boys could never fathom.

He cleared the apartment in minutes, checking the digital locks on the doors, the sensors on the windows. Finally, he turned back to her, his expression softening a fraction from its usual granite mask. “Clear. It was probably the building settling. Or the fridge.”

The relief was immediate, but it was quickly swallowed by a wave of scorching humiliation. She was a twenty-year-old woman, hiding behind a man because of a creak in the night. The dam of her composure broke. A hot tear spilled over, then another. “God, I’m so sorry. I’m so stupid. Waking you up for nothing. I’m just… I’m so scared all the time.”

She turned away, hugging herself tighter, wishing the floor would swallow her.

That’s when his arms came around her.

It wasn’t a gentle, tentative embrace. It was firm, encompassing, pulling her back against the solid wall of his chest. One hand settled between her shoulder blades, the other wrapped around her upper arm, holding her steady. “Stop,” he murmured, his voice a low vibration against her temple. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. This is what I’m here for. Every sound. Every shadow. Every time.”

His words, the absolute certainty in them, undid her completely. She spun in his arms, burying her face against the soft cotton of his shirt, her tears soaking into the fabric. She could smell him—clean soap, the faint, sharp scent of his deodorant, and something deeper, inherently male. It was the smell of safety. Her hands clutched at his sides, fingers digging into the hard muscle there.

He held her while she cried, his hand moving in slow, soothing circles on her back. The intimacy of it was a new kind of lightning in the dark room. Her crying subsided into hiccupping breaths. She tilted her head back to look at him, her face a mess of tears and vulnerability in the dim light.

His gaze was unreadable, a storm in shades of gray. But it dropped to her mouth.

The air in the room changed. It thickened, grew charged. The space between their bodies, which had felt protective a moment before, now felt like a vacuum begging to be filled. Mia saw the conflict in the tight line of his jaw, the way his throat worked as he swallowed.

She didn’t give him a chance to think. She rose onto her toes and closed the distance.

The first kiss was salt from her tears and a shock of pure, electric heat. His lips were softer than she’d imagined, but the pressure behind them was not. For a heartbeat, he was rigid, unyielding. Then, with a groan that seemed torn from the very core of him, he surrendered. His arms banded around her, crushing her to him as his mouth opened over hers.

This was nothing like the hesitant kisses she’d known. This was conquest and surrender all at once. His tongue swept into her mouth, tasting her, claiming her with a directness that left her dizzy. She met him with equal fervor, her hands sliding up to tangle in the short, coarse hair at the back of his head. A sound escaped her—a whimper, a plea—that only spurred him on.

He walked her backward, never breaking the kiss, until the backs of her knees hit the arm of the sofa. He lowered her onto it, coming down over her, his weight a delicious, anchoring pressure. One of his knees slid between her thighs, a bold, intimate wedge that made her gasp into his mouth. The thin silk of her shorts and camisole were laughable barriers. She could feel every hard plane of him, most pressingly the thick ridge of his erection straining against his sweatpants, pressed against her hip.

“Mia,” he growled against her lips, his breath hot. “We can’t. Your father…”

“I don’t care,” she whispered, arching into him, dragging her nails lightly down his back. “I want this. I want you. Please, Silas. Make me feel safe. Make me feel something else.”

That was the plea that broke him. He surged up, pulling her with him. In one fluid motion, he scooped her into his arms, cradling her against his chest as he carried her the short distance to her bedroom. He shouldered the door open and laid her down in the center of her wide bed, her white duvet a cloud around her.

He stood at the edge of the bed, looking down at her, his chest rising and falling. The streetlight from the window cut across him, illuminating the stark desire on his face, warring with a lingering duty. She reached for him, her hand extended.

That was all it took.

He joined her on the bed, kneeling over her. His hands, those capable, lethal hands, went to the hem of her camisole. He pulled it up and over her head, his eyes drinking in the sight of her small, pale breasts, her nipples already drawn into tight, needy points. He bent his head, and his mouth was on her skin—not gentle, but possessive. He laved one peak, then the other, his tongue circling, his teeth grazing with just enough edge to make her cry out and fist her hands in the sheets.

His mouth blazed a trail down her stomach, his fingers hooking into the sides of her silk shorts and panties, dragging them down her legs and discarding them. She was completely bare before him, exposed in the milky light. He settled between her thighs, his hands pushing her legs wider. She was trembling, anticipation coiling tight and low in her belly.

He didn’t make her wait. He lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue was a revelation. A slow, deliberate lick from her entrance all the way up to the sensitive apex of her sex. Mia’s back bowed off the bed, a choked gasp ripping from her throat. It was too much. It was not enough. He anchored her hips with his strong hands, holding her still as he feasted on her. His tongue was an instrument of devastating precision—flicking, circling, plunging. He learned her rhythm quickly, finding the spot that made her legs shake and her breaths come in sharp, desperate pants. He sucked that tender nub into his mouth, and the world dissolved into a white-hot point of sensation. Her hips bucked against his hold, her heels digging into the mattress as a first, shocking climax tore through her, wave after wave of pure, mindless pleasure.

As she floated down, shuddering, he moved. She heard the rustle of clothing, the quiet thud of his sweatpants hitting the floor. Then he was over her again, and she saw him fully for the first time.

He was magnificent. Broad shoulders tapered to a lean waist, his torso a map of defined muscle and old, faint scars that spoke of a violent past. A trail of dark hair led down from his navel to where his cock stood thick and heavy, curving slightly upward, the head flushed and glistening. He was big, intimidatingly so, but the sight of him, fully naked and aroused for her, only stoked the embers of her desire back into flame.

He moved over her, his powerful frame a heavy, sheltering weight that pinned her to the mattress, the head of his cock nudging at her slick, sensitive folds.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice gravel.

Her eyes, hazy with pleasure, found his. In that gray gaze, she saw the last vestiges of the bodyguard vanish. All that remained was the man, raw with need.

He pushed inside.

It was a slow, inexorable invasion, a stretch that bordered on pain before it melted into a fullness so profound it stole the air from her lungs. She gasped, her nails biting into the hard flesh of his biceps. He filled her completely, a perfect, shocking fit. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, his forehead dropping to hers, his breathing ragged.

“Christ, Mia,” he whispered, the words a prayer and a curse.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were deep, measured, each one a deliberate claim. He set a relentless, pounding rhythm that drove her up the bed, the headboard tapping a soft, steady beat against the wall. Mia wrapped her legs around his waist, locking her ankles at the small of his back, pulling him deeper with every surge of his hips. The friction was exquisite, building a new, tighter coil of pressure low in her belly. Every drag of his body against her clit sent sparks shooting behind her eyelids.

He shifted, hooking his arms under her knees, pushing her legs back toward her shoulders. The new angle was devastating, hitting a place inside her that made her see stars. A broken, continuous stream of sounds fell from her lips—whimpers, his name, pleas for more, for harder, for forever.

His control was fraying. His thrusts became harder, faster, less polished, more primal. Sweat gleamed on his skin, and the muscles in his neck stood out in sharp relief. She could feel the tension coiling in him, a spring about to snap.

“Come for me,” he ground out, his gaze locked on hers. “Now.”

It was an order she was powerless to disobey. The coil snapped, and her second climax exploded through her, a convulsive, rapturous release that clenched around him, milking his length. With a raw, guttural shout, he followed her over, his hips slamming into her one final, deep time as he emptied himself.

For long moments, there was only the sound of their ragged breathing mingling in the dark. He collapsed beside her, pulling her with him, tucking her back against the furnace of his body. He pulled her closer, his arm a heavy, possessive weight around her waist.

In the quiet aftermath, he pressed a kiss to the damp skin of her shoulder. “I will always protect you,” he murmured, the vow sounding more sacred here in her bed than it ever had in the light of day.

She believed him. Cradled in the strength of his arms, the scent of their joining on the sheets, the last ghosts of fear were banished. She felt safe. She felt claimed.
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“Tell me to stop.”

The words were a low, rough vibration against her lips, a desperate command more than a request. His body was a solid wall of heat pinning her to the unfinished drywall, the coarse texture scraping through her thin tank top. His hands, calloused and strong, framed her face, his thumbs stroking her cheekbones with a tenderness that belied the tension coiled in his arms.

Natalie didn’t tell him to stop. The sound that left her throat was a soft, broken sigh, a surrender that had been building in the humid, sawdust-scented air of the basement for weeks. She tilted her head up, her lips parting, and that was all the answer Mark needed.

—

The summer heat had settled over the house like a thick, woolen blanket. Natalie, home from her sophomore year, found the silence of the empty rooms vast and echoing. Her father’s project—finally finishing the basement—had become her daily soundtrack: the whine of the circular saw, the steady thump of the hammer, the low rumble of Mark’s voice as he explained the finer points of framing a wall.

Mark. Her dad’s best friend. The permanent fixture at Sunday barbeques, the guy who fixed the sink when it clogged, who helped move her into her dorm. He was just…Mark. Solid. Dependable. A comfortable, familiar part of the landscape of her life.

But that was before she spent eight hours a day with him in the close, dim world of the basement.

It started with proximity. The space was unfinished, cluttered with tools and sheets of drywall. There was no room for personal bubbles. She’d hand him a drill, and his fingers would wrap around hers, warm and sure. He’d stand behind her to guide her hands on the table saw, his chest pressing against her back, his breath stirring the hair at her temple as he murmured, “Easy, steady pressure. Let the blade do the work.” His t-shirts, perpetually dusty, clung to the hard planes of his chest and the defined swell of his shoulders when he stretched to measure a ceiling joist. She’d catch herself staring at the way the cords stood out in his forearm as he drove a nail home with three precise hits.

The air down there was different. It was charged, thick with the scent of pine lumber, concrete, and the clean, salty musk of his sweat. Conversations drifted from drywall mud consistency to her college classes, to his divorce two years prior. He listened to her with a focus that made her feel seen in a way her college boys never managed. His eyes, a steady hazel, would hold hers a beat too long. A shared laugh over a mis-cut board would suddenly quiet, the silence stretching, humming between them until one of them—usually him—cleared his throat and turned back to work.

The awareness became a living thing. A prickling on her skin when he walked past. A quickening in her stomach when she heard his truck rumble into the driveway. She found reasons to bend over the tool bench when he was nearby, a thrill spiking through her at the idea of him watching. She wore her oldest, softest shorts and thin tanks without a bra, claiming the heat, loving the way his gaze would skate over her body and then jerk away, a muscle ticking in his jaw.

Today had been the pinnacle. Her dad had left for a hardware store run. “Keep Mark company, Nat. Don’t let him slack off.” He’d winked, completely oblivious to the electric current he was leaving behind.

The task was installing shelving in a small closet. A cramped, intimate box of a space. They were inside it together, knees brushing, shoulders bumping as they maneuvered a pre-cut shelf. The air was stifling, thick with the smell of his skin and her own nervous excitement.

“Hold it level right there,” he instructed, his voice oddly tight. She braced the shelf, her arms trembling slightly. He was so close she could see the faint stubble shading his jaw, the tiny scar above his brow, the damp darkening the neckline of his shirt. He reached across her to grab a screw, his biceps brushing her breast. A sharp, sweet ache bloomed deep inside her.

She couldn’t help it. Her eyes dropped to his arm, to the powerful flex of muscle as he worked. She stared, her mouth going dry.

That’s when he went still. The screwdriver halted. The only sound was their breathing, uneven in the confined space.

Slowly, he turned his head. His gaze locked onto hers. The polite, friendly mask he always wore was gone, stripped away by the closeness, the heat, the weeks of unsaid things. What looked back at her was raw, hungry, and utterly dangerous.

“Natalie.” Her name was a graveled whisper.

He didn’t ask. He simply moved. One hand came up to cradle the back of her head, protecting it from the wall, as he pivoted, using his body to crowd her back against the studs. And then his mouth was on hers.

The first touch was a shock—firm, demanding, yet instantly addictive. It wasn’t a gentle exploration; it was a claiming. A release of a tension so potent it felt like a physical snap in the air. His lips moved over hers with a suppressed hunger that stole the breath from her lungs. His tongue swept into her mouth, tasting of coffee and something uniquely, essentially him.

A moan vibrated in her chest, swallowed by his kiss. Her hands, which had been hanging uselessly at her sides, flew up. They clutched at the worn fabric of his t-shirt, feeling the incredible heat and solidity of the body beneath. He was all hard angles and coiled strength, a stark, thrilling contrast to her own softness.

He tore his mouth from hers, his breathing ragged. His forehead pressed against hers. “Jesus,” he muttered, the word choked. “Tell me to stop. Right now. Or I won’t be able to.”

She opened her eyes. His were dark, dilated, the hazel almost swallowed by black. She saw want there, yes, but also a war—a fierce internal struggle between desire and duty. It was that struggle, the visible proof of how much this cost him, that undid her completely.

Instead of speaking, she rose on her toes and kissed him again. It was answer enough.

A rough sound ripped from his throat. The last thread of his control unraveled. His hands slid from her face, down her neck, over her shoulders, mapping her as if memorizing her shape. One large palm cupped her breast through her tank top, his thumb finding her nipple and circling it until it peaked into a hard, sensitive point. A sharp cry escaped her, muffled against his mouth.

“Not here,” he growled, pulling back. His voice was thick, unrecognizable. “We need more space.”

He took her hand, his grip firm and sure, and led her out of the closet’s confines. The basement air felt cooler by comparison. He didn’t stop, didn’t hesitate. He guided her across the concrete floor, past sawhorses and toolboxes. There, tucked against the unfinished wall, sat an old, heavy-looking couch shrouded in a dusty white plastic drop cloth—a forgotten relic of her childhood living room that her father had hauled down here to rot, never imagining the use it was about to see.

With a single, forceful yank, he pulled the plastic sheeting off, letting it pool on the floor in a rustling heap. The couch underneath was worn velvet, a deep burgundy. Without ceremony, he turned her, his hands on her hips, and sat her down on the edge of the cushion. He followed her down, kneeling on the plastic-covered floor between her spread knees, putting them at eye level.

His hands settled on her bare thighs. The touch was scalding. His gaze burned into hers, intense, questioning. “Last chance,” he said, each word deliberate. “Your dad will be back in an hour.”

The reminder of reality, of the danger, only poured gasoline on the fire inside her. It added a frantic, illicit edge that made her blood sing. She reached for the hem of her tank top and pulled it over her head in one fluid motion, tossing it aside. She sat before him in just her shorts and a simple lace bra, her skin glowing in the slatted light from the high basement windows.

His eyes darkened further. A look of pure, male appreciation washed over his features, stripping away the last remnants of the friendly family friend. This was a man looking at a woman he desperately wanted.

“Okay,” he breathed, more to himself than to her. “Okay.”

He leaned in, but not for her mouth. He buried his face in the curve of her neck, his lips and the scruff of his jaw abrading the sensitive skin there. He inhaled deeply, as if breathing her in. “You have no idea,” he muttered against her throat, his voice a raw scrape. “No goddamn idea what you do to me.”

His hands slid up her thighs, under the loose legs of her shorts, his fingers tracing the edge of her cotton panties. He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of both her shorts and underwear. “Lift up,” he commanded softly.

She arched her hips, and he dragged the garments down her legs and off, leaving her completely bare from the waist down. The cool basement air kissed her exposed skin, a stark contrast to the heat radiating from him. He sat back on his heels, his gaze traveling over her with a possessiveness that made her stomach clench with need.

Then he pushed her thighs wider apart, settling more comfortably between them. He didn’t speak. He just looked at her, his expression one of reverent hunger, before lowering his head.

The first touch of his mouth there was a lightning strike.

It wasn’t tentative. It was deliberate, masterful. His tongue swept through her folds in one long, flat stroke, gathering her wetness. Natalie cried out, her hands flying to tangle in his thick, dusty hair. A shudder wracked her entire body. The sensation was so intense, so direct after weeks of torturous buildup, it was almost too much.

He hummed against her, the vibration shooting straight to her core. He held her open with his thumbs, his stubble providing a delicious, rough counterpoint to the soft, slick strokes of his tongue. He explored her with a focused intensity, learning her rhythms, finding the places that made her gasp and jerk. He’d circle her clit with teasing flicks, then draw the flat of his tongue over it with firm pressure, before dipping lower to taste her more deeply.

“Mark… oh, God…” His name became a mantra, falling from her lips between ragged pants. The scent of sawdust and his skin filled her nostrils. The world narrowed to this: the distant sound of a lawnmower outside, the wet, intimate sounds of his mouth on her, and the devastating, coiling tension building low in her belly.

He added a finger, then two, sliding into her with ease, curling upwards as his tongue continued its relentless assault. The dual sensation—the fullness, the exquisite friction—pushed her higher, faster. Her hips began to move of their own accord, rocking against his mouth, seeking more, seeking release. The sounds she made were wild, uninhibited.

He felt her tightening around his fingers, heard the pitch of her cries change. He redoubled his efforts, his mouth sealing over her, his tongue a firm, rapid pulse against her most sensitive point. It was too precise, too overwhelming. The coil snapped.

Her climax tore through her without warning, a violent, shuddering wave that ripped a scream from her throat. She arched off the couch, her back bowing, her thighs clamping around his head as pleasure, white-hot and searing, exploded through every nerve ending. He didn’t let up, gentling his motions but staying with her, drawing out the convulsions until she collapsed back onto the velvet, spent and trembling.

Before she could even catch her breath, he was moving. He surged up, capturing her mouth in a fierce, deep kiss, letting her taste herself on his lips and tongue. The raw masculinity of the act sent another, smaller shock through her system.

He stood, his eyes never leaving hers. His hands went to his belt buckle. The metallic click was loud in the quiet basement. He shoved his pants and boxer briefs down in one rough push, freeing himself.

Natalie’s breath caught. He was…magnificent. All tan, rugged skin and taut muscle earned from a lifetime of physical work. A dusting of dark hair across his chest trailed down his firm abdomen. And his erection, thick and heavy, stood proudly from his body. He was fully, impressively aroused, the tip glistening.

He kneeled on the couch, hovering over her, bracing himself on one arm beside her head. With his other hand, he guided himself to her entrance, the broad head nudging against her slick, sensitized flesh. He paused, his body trembling with the effort of holding still. Sweat beaded on his temple. His eyes searched hers, a final, silent question in their depths.

She answered by wrapping her legs around his waist, her heels digging into the small of his back, and pulling him down.

He sank into her in one long, slow, devastating stroke.

The feeling of him filling her was exquisite. A stretch, a completeness that stole the air from her lungs. He was so big, so solid, reaching depths that made her eyes roll back. He buried his face in her neck with a choked groan, his entire body going rigid as he sheathed himself fully.

“Christ, Natalie… so tight,” he rasped against her skin. “So perfect.”

He gave her a moment to adjust, his breath hot and ragged in her ear. Then he began to move.

It was not gentle lovemaking. It was a raw, frantic coupling, fueled by weeks of pent-up desire and the ever-present, ticking clock. He pulled almost all the way out before driving back in, setting a deep, powerful rhythm that rocked her body into the couch cushions. Each thrust was a deliberate claiming, a physical manifestation of all the looks and touches they’d denied themselves.

The fabric of the couch was rough against her bare back. Their skin slapped together with a wet, rhythmic sound that was obscenely loud in the cavernous space. He fucked her with a concentrated intensity, his hips pistoning, his muscles bunching and releasing under her clinging legs.

She met him thrust for thrust, her nails scoring down his sweat-slicked back. She turned her head, catching his earlobe between her teeth, biting down gently. He growled, the sound feral, and his pace increased, becoming harder, faster.

“Look at me,” he demanded, his voice guttural.

She opened her eyes, meeting his burning gaze. The connection was electric, more intimate than the joining of their bodies. In his eyes, she saw the same desperate hunger, the same awe, the same fear of discovery that mirrored her own. It was the most vulnerable, most honest she had ever seen him.

“You feel that?” he ground out, never breaking his rhythm. “You feel how much I want you? How long I’ve wanted this?”

She could only nod, her words lost to sensation. The friction was building again, a new, deeper fire stoked by his words, his gaze, the sheer physicality of him. The pressure coiled tighter, a delicious, unbearable tension.

He shifted slightly, angling his hips, and the next thrust struck a spot inside her that made her see stars. A sharp cry tore from her.

“There?” he asked, a wicked, knowing glint in his eye. He did it again. And again.

“Yes! There,” she sobbed, her body beginning to convulse around him. The second climax approached not as a wave, but as a cliff edge. She was hurtling toward it, helpless.

He felt her inner muscles begin to flutter and clamp around him. His control shattered. His thrusts became erratic, brutal, driving her relentlessly toward the edge. His mouth found hers in a sloppy, desperate kiss.

“Come with me,” he pleaded against her lips, his own release imminent. “Now, Natalie. Now.”

The command, the raw need in his voice, was the final trigger. Her orgasm detonated, a blinding, body-seizing explosion that ripped a silent scream from her throat. Her vision whited out. Every muscle locked, then spasmed violently as pleasure, pure and catastrophic, wrecked her.

Feeling her convulse around him was his undoing. With a deep, guttural roar that he muffled against her shoulder, he drove into her one final, crushing time and spilled himself inside her. The heat of his release seemed to trigger another, smaller aftershock in her, a pulsing echo that left her gasping and boneless.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their ragged breathing, the distant hum of the freezer, and the frantic beating of her own heart. He collapsed onto her, his full weight a welcome, anchoring pressure. His face remained buried in the crook of her neck, his breath hot on her damp skin.

Slowly, the world seeped back in. The gritty reality of the plastic sheet sticking to her sweaty back. The smell of sex and sawdust mingling in the air. The terrifying, thrilling awareness that her father could be home any minute.

Mark was the first to move. With obvious reluctance, he pulled out of her, the loss making her feel suddenly empty and cold. He rolled to the side, lying next to her on the narrow couch, one heavy arm draped over her stomach. They both stared up at the exposed joists and ductwork of the basement ceiling.

The silence that followed was heavy, no longer charged with anticipation but with the sobering weight of the room’s unfinished walls. Above them, the floorboards creaked—the house settling in the heat—and the sound made Mark bolt upright, his muscles tensing as if he’d been struck. He looked at the high basement windows, checking the angle of the sun, before his gaze dropped back to Natalie. The raw, hungry man of minutes ago was being rapidly replaced by the friend who had known her since she was in pigtails, and the shift was visible in the sudden, sharp lines of guilt around his mouth.

“Nat, we have to move,” he rasped, his voice thick with a sudden, frantic urgency. He reached for his discarded clothes, his hands slightly unsteady as he pulled them on. He wouldn't look at her, not fully, as he stood and shoved his feet back into his work boots. “Your dad... he’ll be pulling into the drive in ten minutes. If he sees me like this, if he smells it on me—he’s my best friend, Natalie. God, what did I just do?”

Natalie didn't move immediately; she watched the way his shoulders hunched, the weight of a lifetime of loyalty suddenly crashing down on him. She sat up, the velvet of the old couch cool against her skin, and began to pull on her own clothes with a calm that seemed to unsettle him more than the act itself. She felt a strange, shimmering power in the secrecy of it.

She stood and walked over to him, stopping his frantic movements by placing a hand on his chest, right over his hammering heart. He finally looked at her, his hazel eyes wide with a fear she’d never seen in him—a soldier facing a court-martial.

“Mark, breathe,” she whispered, her voice steady and unwavering. She reached up, brushing a stray fleck of sawdust from his cheek. “Look at me. You didn't do this alone. I’m not a child, and I’m not a victim. I’m a woman who wanted you.”

“He'll know,” Mark muttered, shaking his head, his gaze darting toward the stairs. “He knows me too well. He’ll see the way I can't look him in the eye.”

“No, he won't. Because there’s nothing to see,” she promised, her eyes locking onto his with a fierce, protective intensity. She stepped back, smoothing her hair and adjusting her tank top. “We’re finishing a basement, Mark. That’s all. I’ll go up and start the kettle, and you’ll be down here measuring the next wall when he walks in. He’ll never know. This belongs to us.”

She saw the tension bleed out of him, just a fraction, as he swallowed hard and nodded. He reached out, his calloused fingers grazing her jaw one last time—a ghost of the passion they’d just shared—before he turned back to the tool bench. As Natalie headed for the stairs, the sound of his hammer striking a nail rang out, rhythmic and disciplined, a mask for the secret buried beneath the sawdust.

3 - A TWO A.M. SECRET

MF / Taboo / Dad’s Best Friend / Age Gap / Kissing / Cunnilingus / PIV Sex

“You don’t have to be strong all the time.”

The words, spoken so low they were almost a rumble against her ear, shattered the last of Sheila’s restraint. A choked sound, half sob, half gasp, tore from her throat as she buried her face in the crisp cotton of Gerald’s dress shirt. The scent of him—clean soap, expensive cologne, and the faint, utterly masculine musk of a long day—flooded her senses.

It was two in the morning.

Twenty minutes ago, she’d been staring at the ceiling of the guest room, the silence of the sprawling house a physical weight on her chest. The move, the lost tuition, the hollow look in her father’s eyes—it all coiled inside her, a tight, hot spring of panic and resentment she couldn’t release. Sleep was impossible. Thirst, a dry scratch in her throat, had finally driven her from bed.

She’d padded barefoot down the darkened hall, the cold hardwood seeping into her soles. The kitchen was a cavern of shadows and stainless steel, illuminated only by the pale green glow of the microwave clock and the city lights bleeding through the wall of windows. She’d flinched when a shape detached itself from the island’s silhouette.

“Can’t sleep either?” Gerald’s voice was a warm, familiar baritone, free of sleep.

He was leaning against the counter, a half-empty glass of amber liquid in his hand, his tie loosened, the sleeves of his white shirt rolled to his elbows. In the dim light, he looked less like the untouchable CEO and more like… a man. A tired, strikingly handsome man with silver threads at his temples and eyes that watched her with an unsettling directness.

“Water,” she’d managed, her voice raspy. She went to the sink, fumbled with a glass, her back to him. The silence stretched, charged and uncomfortable. The words she’d been swallowing for weeks boiled over.

“My dad gambled away my future.” The sentence fell into the quiet kitchen, sharp and brittle. “My home. And we’re just… here. Living off your charity.”

“It’s not charity, Sheila.” His tone was calm, measured. “Alan is my oldest friend. He’s in a spiral. Good men fall. It doesn’t erase the twenty years he spent being a good father to you.”

“Doesn’t it?” She turned, leaning against the sink, arms crossed over her thin sleep tank. “It feels like it does. It feels like the dad I knew was a lie.”

Gerald took a slow sip of his drink, his gaze never leaving her. “The man who taught you to ride a bike, who stayed up all night when you had the flu, who beamed with pride at your high school graduation—that was real. The man who begged for my help, drowning in shame, is real too. They’re the same person. Flawed. Human.”

His logic was a cool balm on her burning anger, but it also exposed the raw, aching loneliness beneath it. He was the only one speaking to her like an adult, seeing her, not just Alan’s messed-up daughter. The attraction she’d secretly harbored for years—for his quiet confidence, his sharp mind, the way his suits fit his broad shoulders—swelled from a background hum to a deafening roar. It mixed with her vulnerability, creating a dangerous, heady cocktail.

“Why are you so good to us?” The question was a whisper.

He set his glass down with a soft click. “Because I care.” He took a step closer. The space between them shrank, charged with a new, electric tension. “And because I see you. Struggling. Trying to hold it all together. You don’t have to, Sheila. Not here.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird. Her mouth was dry again, but not from thirst. She looked up at him, at the strong line of his jaw, the fullness of his mouth. The words tumbled out, stripped of pretense. “I’ve… I’ve had a crush on you since I was sixteen.”

His eyes darkened. A muscle flickered in his jaw. “Sheila…” Her name was a sigh, a warning. “You’re twenty. I’m forty-eight. Your father is sleeping upstairs. This is… it’s wrong.”

“I don’t care.” The declaration was pure, desperate need. “Nothing feels right anymore. Except this. Wanting this.”

He didn’t move away. His gaze dropped to her lips, then traveled down the slender column of her neck, over the swell of her breasts under the thin cotton, down to her bare legs. The air between them grew thick, warm. She could feel the heat radiating from his body.

“This is a mistake,” he murmured, but his voice was rough, the conviction gone.

“Then let’s make it.” She closed the final inch, rising on her toes, and pressed her lips to his.

For a suspended second, he was still. Then a low, rough sound vibrated in his chest, and his hands came up to cradle her face. His kiss wasn’t gentle. It was hungry, demanding, a release of his own tightly leashed control. His mouth slanted over hers, his tongue seeking entrance, and she opened for him with a soft, yielding gasp. The taste of him—whiskey and mint and pure male—was intoxicating. His stubble scraped her chin, a delicious, abrasive friction that sent sparks straight to her core.

One of his hands slid from her face, down her neck, over her shoulder. His palm was large, warm, slightly calloused. It skated down her arm, then came to rest on her hip, his fingers digging in possessively through the fabric of her sleep shorts. He pulled her flush against him, and she felt the hard, unmistakable ridge of his erection press against her lower stomach. A jolt of pure, liquid heat pooled between her legs.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. His eyes were nearly black with desire. “Last chance to go back to your room,” he said, the words a gravelly challenge.

In answer, she grabbed the hem of her tank top and pulled it over her head in one swift motion, letting it fall to the floor. The cool kitchen air pebbled her nipples into tight, sensitive points. She stood before him, clad only in her tiny cotton shorts, her skin glowing in the ambient light.

A raw, approving noise escaped him. “God, you’re stunning.”

His hands were on her then, not hesitating. They spanned her waist, thumbs stroking the soft skin of her abdomen before sliding up to cup her breasts. His touch was firm, exploring. He kneaded the soft flesh, his thumbs circling her nipples, first through the lace of her bra, then, with a deft flick, he undid the front clasp and pushed the material aside. The direct contact made her knees weak. His palms were hot against her cool skin, his thumbs rubbing her nipples into even harder peaks. She arched into his hands, a low, continuous moan escaping her.

“Gerald…”

“Shhh.” He dipped his head, his mouth replacing his thumb on one pebbled crest.

He drew it deep, sucking firmly, his tongue laving the sensitive tip. The sensation was sharp, exquisite, a direct line of pleasure to the molten ache between her thighs. She tangled her fingers in his silver-streaked hair, holding him to her as he lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his teeth grazing just enough to make her cry out.

His hands left her breasts, sliding down her sides to the waistband of her shorts. He hooked his fingers in them, along with her panties, and pushed them down her legs in one smooth motion. She stepped out of the puddle of fabric, completely naked now, exposed in the middle of his sleek, modern kitchen. A flutter of self-consciousness was instantly incinerated by the naked hunger in his gaze as he looked his fill.

“Up,” he commanded, his voice thick.

He turned her and lifted her as if she weighed nothing, setting her bare bottom on the cool, polished quartz of the kitchen island countertop. The stone was a shock against her heated skin. He stepped between her parted knees, his hands running up her outer thighs, pushing them wider. The city lights painted his face in planes of light and shadow, his focus absolute.

He leaned in, but not for a kiss. His mouth went to the hollow of her throat, then lower, tracing a hot, wet path down her sternum, over her quivering stomach. He crouched down lower. His breath, warm and unsteady, washed over the neat thatch of curls and the slick, swollen flesh beneath.breath hot against her sex. His hands gripped her thighs, holding her open.

“So pretty,” he murmured, almost to himself. Then he leaned forward and tasted her.

The first flat stroke of his tongue from bottom to top was a revelation. It wasn’t tentative or teasing; it was purposeful, deep, and devastatingly skilled. He licked into her, his tongue finding her entrance, delving shallowly, making her hips jerk off the cold counter. He zeroed in on her clit, circling the tight, throbbing bud with relentless precision. The pressure was perfect—firm, rhythmic, maddening.

She gasped, her head falling back, her hands scrambling for purchase on the smooth stone. “Oh… fuck.”

He hummed against her, the vibration radiating through her most sensitive nerves, and she saw stars. He alternated between broad, languid strokes that made her toes curl and tight, rapid flicks that had her bucking against his mouth. He’d suck gently, then trace intricate patterns, his nose nudging her curls, his stubble scraping the tender skin of her inner thighs. One of his hands left her thigh, his fingers sliding down through her drenched folds to find her entrance. He pushed one, then two fingers inside her, curling them upwards in a slow, penetrating rhythm that matched the work of his tongue.

The dual assault shattered her. Pleasure coiled, tight and impossibly hot, deep in her belly. It built with each stroke, each curl of his fingers, each sinful vibration from his mouth. She was babbling, a stream of incoherent pleas and his name. The cool kitchen, the silent house, her ruined life—all of it dissolved into the singular, overwhelming sensation of his mouth and hands on her. The tension wound tighter, a spring compressed to its breaking point.

“I’m… I’m gonna…” The warning was a ragged whisper.

He redoubled his efforts, his fingers thrusting deeper, his tongue a relentless, wet pressure on her clit. The orgasm tore through her with no warning, a white-hot detonation that arched her spine violently off the counter. A silent scream ripped from her throat as waves of pure, convulsing pleasure radiated out from her core, shaking her to the bone. He rode it with her, his mouth gentle now, lapping softly as she trembled and pulsed around his fingers, until the last shuddering aftershock subsided, leaving her boneless and gasping.

Slowly, he rose from his knees, his own breathing harsh. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction and unabated lust. He unbuckled his belt, the leather sliding through the loops with a soft hiss. He unzipped his trousers and pushed them, along with his boxers, down just enough to free his erection.

Sheila’s gaze dropped. He was thick, impressively so, the head dark and flushed, beading with moisture. A fresh pulse of desire, raw and insistent, thrummed through her still-sensitive flesh. He stepped back between her thighs, his hands gripping her hips, pulling her to the very edge of the counter. The cool stone bit into the backs of her thighs.

He didn’t ask. He positioned himself, the broad head of his cock nudging through her slick, swollen folds, probing at her entrance. He looked into her eyes, his own a storm of conflict and craving.

“Tell me to stop,” he ground out.

She shook her head, lifting her hips in silent, desperate invitation. “Don’t you dare.”

With a guttural sound, he thrust forward, burying himself inside her to the hilt in one long, smooth, stretching stroke.

She cried out, a sharp sound of pure fulfillment. He was filling her, stretching her, a solid, hot presence that chased away the last ghosts of the empty feeling inside. He held himself there for a moment, deep, letting her adjust, his forehead dropping to hers, their ragged breaths mingling.

“Jesus, Sheila… you’re so tight. So perfect.”

Then he began to move.

His rhythm was controlled at first, deep, rolling withdrawals followed by powerful, full-length thrusts that seated him inside her completely. Each drive brushed a spot deep within that made her vision blur. The counter was solid and unyielding at her back, amplifying every impact, every slap of skin against skin that echoed softly in the quiet kitchen. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper with every stroke.

The pace quickened. His control frayed. His thrusts became harder, faster, more frantic. He fucked her with a raw, desperate intensity, as if trying to exorcise his own demons along with hers. His hands were everywhere—gripping her hips, sliding up to palm her breasts, pinching her nipples, tangling in her hair. He kissed her again, his mouth claiming hers, swallowing her moans.

The friction was incredible, the building pressure a brand-new fire. Her second climax approached, not with the sharp surprise of the first, but as a deep, rolling tide, building from the very core of her being with each powerful thrust. She could feel his own tension, the coiled tightness in his muscles, the ragged edge to his groans.

“Come for me again,” he demanded against her lips, his voice a broken rumble. “Let me feel you.”

It was the command that sent her over. Her inner muscles clenched around him in a fierce, rhythmic spasm, milking his length. A broken, sobbing cry was torn from her as the world dissolved into pure, radiant sensation. Her climax triggered his. With a final, deep, grinding thrust, he buried himself as far as he could go, his body stiffening. A hot, stuttering groan erupted from his chest as he emptied himself inside her, pulse after pulse of wet heat filling her, mingling with her own release.

They stayed locked together, panting, trembling, sweat-slicked skin pressed against crisp cotton and cool stone. Slowly, the world seeped back in—the hum of the refrigerator, the distant sirens, the reality of where they were. What they’d done.

He was the first to move, withdrawing from her body with a soft, wet sound that made her blush. He helped her down from the counter, then righted his clothing with swift, efficient motions. His face was now a mask of complex emotions—sated lust, deep regret, and a dawning horror. He handed her her discarded clothes without meeting her eyes.

Silently, she dressed, her body humming, every muscle loose and satisfied, even as a cold knot of anxiety began to form in her stomach.

Gerald ran a hand through his disheveled hair. He looked at her, his gaze finally meeting hers. It was solemn, intense.

“Your dad can never know,” he said, his voice back to its usual calm authority, though it held a new, strained note. “He’s going through enough. This would kill him. Do you understand?”

Sheila nodded, pulling her tank top down. The promise felt heavy on her tongue. “He’ll never know.”

4 - TOBIAS’S TERMS

MF / Taboo / Dad’s Best Friend / Age Gap / Enemies to Lovers / Wealthy / BDSM / Bondage / Flogging / Dildo / Anal

The humid, late afternoon air clung to Alexandra’s skin like a second skin as the town car crunched to a halt on the immaculate gravel drive. Tobias’s estate wasn’t a home; it was a declaration of war against anything as messy as a nineteen-year-old’s feelings. It sprawled, all cold limestone and sharp, modern angles, a fortress of discipline she was meant to surrender to.

The silence that followed the engine's cut was deafening. Just forty-eight hours ago, her world had been a whirlwind of campus parties and easy shortcuts, ending abruptly when the dean had presented her with the evidence of her cheating. Her father hadn't just been angry; he had been cold, a terrifying shift from his usual indulgent self. He had stood in his study, the shadow of his disappointment looming larger than the room itself, and told her she had tarnished the family name—a name he had spent decades building into a brand of untouchable integrity.

His final words echoed. “Tobias will sort you out.” She’d snorted then. Now, standing before the monolithic front door, a prickle of something else—not fear, never fear—shivered through her.

The man who answered was exactly as she remembered from stuffy charity galas, only more so. Tobias stood in the doorway, a silhouette carved from shadow and expensive wool. He was older than her father, but the years had settled on him not as softness, but as a kind of tensile strength. His hair, silver at the temples, was ruthlessly styled. His eyes, a pale, assessing gray, took her in: the designer suitcase, the defiant tilt of her chin, the too-short skirt she’d chosen specifically for this first impression.

“Alexandra.” His voice was a low baritone, a vibration she felt in her ribs. No warmth, no welcome. Just an acknowledgment of a problem that had arrived on his doorstep.

“Tobias.” She matched his tone, injecting a bored languor she didn’t feel.

He stepped aside, gesturing her into a foyer so vast and minimalist it felt like a museum after hours. “Your room is on the second floor. You will find a printed list of rules on the desk. Read them. Dinner is at seven. You will be prompt, and you will be appropriately dressed.”

“Appropriately?” she drawled, looking down at her own clothes. “Defined by who?”

His gaze didn’t waver. “By me.”

The rules were, in a word, archaic. Curfew at nine. No internet access. A prescribed dress code of modest skirts, blouses, and slacks. All her devices were to be surrendered immediately. It was a prison manual for a debutante. Rebellion, hot and familiar, coiled in her gut. He thinks he can tame me, she thought, a smirk playing on her lips. He has no idea.

The first two days were a silent battle of wills. She wore the required clothes like a costume, itching beneath the high-collared blouse. She sat through excruciatingly quiet dinners where the only sounds were the precise click of silverware on porcelain and Tobias’s occasional, dry questions about her studies—the ones she’d failed. She answered with monosyllables, her mind already working on her escape plan.

It was Javier, the young, nervous groundskeeper, who became her conduit. A few whispered promises, a flash of a smile she’d perfected on boys her own age, and a wad of cash smuggled from her secret stash, and she had a burner phone. It was a cheap, clunky thing, but it was a lifeline. That night, hidden under her covers, the blue glow of the screen felt like a victory. She texted her friends, spinning tales of her cruel, ancient jailer, omitting the way her stomach did a strange flip when he fixed her with that impassive stare.

She was careless. She left it charging, tucked behind her dresser, convinced her room was never entered. She was wrong.

On the fourth day, he summoned her to his study after breakfast. The room was lined with books she knew he’d actually read, the air smelling of leather and sandalwood. He stood behind the enormous desk, not sitting. In the center of the polished wood, looking obscenely out of place, lay the cheap plastic phone.

Her heart didn’t race; it simply stopped, then dropped like a stone into ice water.

“Explain.” The single word hung in the air.

She lifted her chin. “It’s mine. I need it.”

“The rules were explicit.”

“Your rules are ridiculous,” she shot back, the heat of defiance thawing her fear. “I’m not a child.”

“No. You’re not,” he agreed, his tone chillingly calm. “A child would be forgiven for such a foolish mistake.” He picked up the phone, his large hand making it look like a toy. “But as an adult, you’ll be held to a higher standard. You’ll receive an adult punishment.”

The word punishment sent a jolt through her, a confusing mixture of outrage and a dark, thrilling curiosity. “You can’t be serious. My father—”

“Your father,” Tobias interrupted, his voice cutting through hers like a blade, “gave me complete authority. To teach you discipline. To correct your… willful negligence.”

He came around the desk, and she took an involuntary step back, her shoulder blades meeting the solid wood of a bookcase. He stood so close she could smell the clean, crisp scent of his soap, see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes. “You will come with me. Now.”

He didn’t touch her. He simply turned and walked out, expecting obedience. And something in her, some deep, twisted part that had been simmering since she first saw him at the door, compelled her to follow. Her heels clicked a frantic rhythm on the marble floors as she trailed him down a hallway she hadn’t seen, to a plain, unmarked door. He produced a key, turned it in the lock.

The room beyond was not what she expected. It wasn’t a dusty storage closet or a sterile office. Soft, ambient lighting glowed from recessed fixtures, illuminating walls of dark, sound-absorbing panels. The air was cool, clean. And the furnishings… her breath faltered. A sturdy, padded bench dominated the center. A wall displayed implements of polished wood, leather, and metal, arranged with an almost artistic precision. Chains hung from a sturdy beam in the ceiling.

A dungeon. The word flashed in her mind, clinical and terrifying and utterly electrifying. Her mouth went dry.

Tobias closed the door behind them. The sound of the lock engaging was a soft, final click. He watched her, reading the panic, the awe, the undeniable flicker of interest in her wide eyes.

“This is where you learn,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the quiet space. “You will learn that rules exist for a reason. You will learn the physical cost of breaking them. And you will learn,” he paused, his gray eyes holding hers, “to find a different kind of satisfaction in obedience.”

“I don’t want this,” she whispered, but the protest was weak, hollow. Her skin felt too tight, too hot. A warm, treacherous pulse stirred deep in her belly, spreading outward.

“What you want no longer matters,” he replied, unmoved. “Strip. Everything. Fold your clothes and place them on the chair.”

She stared at him, her bratty defiance rising one last time. “No.”

He didn’t argue. He simply waited, his silence more intimidating than any shout. The quiet stretched, thrumming with tension. Slowly, her fingers trembling, she reached for the buttons of her blouse. The silk whispered as it slid from her shoulders. The modest skirt pooled at her feet. She refused to look at him, focusing on the neat folds of her clothes, the mundane task a desperate anchor. Soon, she stood naked in the center of the room, the cool air raising goosebumps on her skin. She crossed her arms over her breasts, a useless shield.

His eyes traveled over her, a slow, comprehensive survey that felt more intimate than any touch. He didn’t leer; he assessed. Her slender frame, the proud jut of her small breasts, the curve of her hips, the dark triangle of hair between her thighs. She felt her nipples tighten into hard peaks, betraying her.

“Come here.” He gestured to the spot beneath the hanging chains.

She walked, her legs unsteady. He picked up a pair of cuffs. They were buttery-soft leather with sturdy buckles. He took her left wrist first. His fingers were warm, his touch businesslike as he secured the cuff, not too tight, but with a firm, inescapable snugness. He did the same with her right wrist.

“Hands above your head,” he commanded.

Realizing that resistance was futile, she complied. He attached each wrist to a hanging chain, drawing her arms up above her head. She was stretched, standing on her toes. The position pulled at her shoulders, a sweet, vulnerable ache. Her back arched slightly, thrusting her chest forward.

“The first lesson is about focus,” Tobias said. He walked to the wall and selected an implement. It was a flogger, with multiple, wide falls of black leather. He ran them through his fingers, testing their weight. “You will count each stroke. If you lose count, we begin again. Do you understand?”

She nodded, a jerky motion. Words were beyond her.

He moved behind her. She heard the soft whisper of the falls cutting the air a moment before they landed across her shoulder blades.

Crack.

It wasn’t the sharp bite she’d braced for. It was a heavy, thudding impact that spread heat through her muscles. She gasped, more from surprise than pain.

“One,” he prompted, his voice close to her ear.

“One,” she echoed, her voice shaky.

The second stroke landed lower, across the crest of her ass. This one had more sting, a bright, shocking line of fire that melted instantly into a deep, radiating warmth. A sound escaped her—not a yelp, but a choked moan.

“Two.”

“T-two…”

He established a rhythm. The heavy thuds across her back and shoulders made her muscles sing, a deep, punishing ache that felt strangely cathartic. The sharper strokes across her ass and the backs of her thighs lit up her nerves, each one a spark that traveled directly to her core. The initial shock faded, replaced by a building, crawling heat. Her skin grew sensitized, every subsequent impact not just pain, but a signal, a demand. She lost herself in the count, in the relentless focus. Her breathing grew ragged. Between strokes, she became acutely aware of the slickness gathering between her legs, a secret, shameful betrayal. She was wet. Profoundly, embarrassingly wet. The ache in her shoulders, the burn on her skin, it all coalesced into a single, throbbing need low in her belly.

“Fifteen,” she panted, her body swaying in the restraints.

He stopped. The silence was abrupt, ringing. She heard him place the flogger back on the wall. Her skin felt alive, humming, every nerve ending screaming. He came to stand in front of her. His gaze was intense, seeing everything—the blush on her skin, the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the glistening evidence of her arousal on her inner thighs.

“The lesson is taking,” he observed, no hint of mockery, just cool fact. “Your body is learning faster than your mind.”

He turned away again. This time, he returned with something else. It was a dildo, large and realistically shaped, made of a deep, flesh-toned silicone. He held it up, letting her see. Her eyes widened. He took a bottle of lubricant, poured a generous amount into his palm, and warmed it before slicking the toy thoroughly. The sound was obscenely slick in the quiet room.

He positioned himself in front of her. One hand settled on her hip, steadying her. The other guided the broad, slick head of the toy between her legs. It nudged against her entrance, already swollen and eager.

He pushed in.

The stretch was immediate, breathtaking. He filled her completely, a thick, insistent pressure that rubbed against every over-sensitized nerve inside her. She cried out, a raw, unfiltered sound. He didn’t pause, didn’t gentle. He drew back and thrust again, setting a deep, relentless pace. The chains rattled softly above her as her body was pushed forward with each driving movement. The pain from the flogging was now a background burn, intensifying the pleasure, making every sensation sharper, brighter. Each thrust rocked her entire suspended body, the ache in her arms and shoulders blending with the devastating friction inside her. The world shrank to the slap of skin against skin, the wet, rhythmic sounds of his thrusts, the ragged gasps tearing from her throat.

“Oh god… oh god…” she chanted, no longer caring about pride or defiance. Her hips pushed back against him, meeting his drives, seeking more, deeper, harder. The coil inside her, wound tight by the flogger, was now a screaming, white-hot spring. It built with terrifying speed, a pressure that demanded release.

“Come for me, Alexandra,” he commanded, his voice thick with a tension she now recognized as his own arousal.

It was the permission, the raw authority in his voice, that shattered her. The orgasm detonated, tearing through her with violent, exquisite force. Her back bowed, a silent scream on her lips as convulsions wracked her, milking the toy inside her. A hot gush spilled from her, soaking her thighs and the floor beneath her—a humiliating, incredible release that left her shuddering and weak, hanging from the cuffs.

Slowly, he withdrew the toy. Her inner muscles clenched around emptiness. He reached up and unbuckled the cuffs. Her arms fell heavily to her sides, numb and tingling. She would have crumpled if his hands hadn’t been on her, turning her, guiding her stumbling steps toward the padded bench.

“Bend over. Hands on the bench.”

She obeyed, her mind fuzzy, her body pliant and buzzing. The cool leather of the bench met her heated stomach and breasts. He positioned her, spreading her legs wider. She felt his fingers, slick with fresh lubricant, tracing the tight, untouched pucker of her asshole. She tensed.

“Relax,” he said, a single finger circling, applying gentle pressure. “This is the final lesson. Surrender.”

The finger pressed in, a slow, burning invasion that made her gasp. He worked it gently, stretching her, the sensation foreign and sharp, yet layered over the hazy aftermath of her climax. He added more lubricant, a second finger joining the first, the stretch becoming a deep, burning fullness. Just as she adjusted, he withdrew.

She heard the rustle of clothing, the unmistakable sound of a zipper. Then, the blunt, hot head of his cock pressed where his fingers had been. He was larger, much larger. He pushed, and the world dissolved into a white-hot spike of pain. She cried out, her knuckles white on the bench.

“Breathe,” he gritted out, his own control strained.

He held still, buried to the hilt, a solid, burning intrusion that rearranged her insides. The sharp pain ebbed, replaced by a throbbing, impossibly full sensation. Then, he moved.

The first strokes were careful, gentle, allowing her body to accommodate him. But soon, the gentle pace fractured. His hands gripped her hips, holding her in place as he drove into her with increasing force. The initial pain flared again, but it was quickly subsumed by a shocking, deep, internal friction.

Each thrust seemed to spear through her very center, connecting to the still-quivering nerves from her first climax. It was too much. It was everything. A low, continuous moan was pulled from her as he pounded into her, the sound of their bodies meeting a sharp, wet slap in the room. Her second climax gathered not as a slow coil, but as a sudden, crashing wave. It washed over her without warning, a deep, convulsive shudder that clenched around his invading length, wringing a ragged groan from him.

His rhythm broke, turned erratic, punishing. With a final, deep plunge, he stilled, his body rigid against hers. She felt the hot, pulsing release deep inside her, a claiming that was both violation and completion. He stayed there for long moments, his weight heavy on her back, his breathing harsh in her ear.

Finally, he pulled out. The sudden emptiness was a shock, a cool rush of air against overheated, abused flesh. He handed her a soft towel, then her folded clothes. “Get dressed.”

She moved like a robot, her body sore in places she’d never known could be sore, sticky with sweat and their combined fluids. The silky fabric of her underwear felt alien against her sensitized skin. As she pulled on her blouse, her fingers fumbling with the buttons, she watched him. He was zipping his pants, his face an unreadable mask of control once more, as if the last half hour had been nothing more than a distasteful but necessary chore.

He unlocked the door and held it open for her. As she walked past him on shaky legs, her mind, clearing from the haze of sensation, raced ahead.

She didn't return to her room to pack her bags or call her father to beg for a ride home. Instead, she walked with a strange, liquid grace, her body humming with a frequency that made the sterile, minimalist foyer feel suddenly vibrant. The “prison manual” rules she had once viewed as an insult now felt like a framework, a set of boundaries that didn't just confine her, but defined the space in which she could be truly seen.

At dinner that night, the silence was different. The click of her silverware was steady, her posture perfect. She wore the high-collared blouse not as a costume of defeat, but as a secret skin, hiding the rising welts that throbbed in time with her heartbeat. When Tobias finally spoke, his gray eyes catching the candlelight, he didn't ask about her failed studies.

“The cellphone has been disposed of,” he said calmly. “Tomorrow, your education begins in earnest. We will start with the history of the family name you so carelessly tarnished.”

Alexandra looked at him, her chin tilting upward—not in bratty defiance, but in a new, sophisticated challenge. She felt the lingering ache in her hips, the phantom weight of the chains still ghosting over her wrists. She realized then that her father hadn't sent her here to be broken; he had sent her to be forged by a man who understood that the greatest integrity came from the most absolute surrender.

“I look forward to it, Tobias,” she replied, her voice steady.

For the first time since her arrival, a shadow of a smile touched the corner of his mouth—a brief, silver flash of recognition. The war was over, but the conquest had only just begun, and as she retired to her room under the nine-o'clock curfew, Alexandra didn't reach for a phone. She simply lay in the dark, breathing in the scent of his sandalwood that still clung to her skin, waiting for the next lesson.

5 - A CONFESSION IN THE DARKNESS

MF / Taboo / Dad’s Best Friend / Age Gap / Enemies to Lovers / Kissing / Handjob / Blowjob / Cunnilingus / PIV Sex

The house was too quiet. Kiara hated that oppressive silence. It made the walls feel like they were leaning in, judging her. Her dad, Max, had been gone for three days on his big FBI case, and his friend Kane had been here for two. Two days of Kane’s heavy footsteps, his vigilant presence in the doorway of her room, his questions about where she was going and who she’d be with. Like a warden, she thought, not a guardian.

The party invite had been a beacon. A simple text, a house full of noise and people her own age, a chance to shed the stifling quiet. She’d waited until Kane’s bedroom light went out. She slipped out the back door with the practiced stealth of a teenager who’d done this before and lost herself in the sweaty, bass-thumping chaos for hours.

Coming home, the world felt soft at the edges. A pleasant buzz hummed in her veins, leftover from cheap beer and loud music. She let herself in, moving on the balls of her feet, a ghost in her own home. The plan was flawless: go straight to her room as quietly as possible.

The kitchen light was on.

She froze in the hallway, her heart performing a sudden, traitorous lurch. The silhouette was unmistakable—broad shoulders, a rigid posture in one of the kitchen chairs. Kane.

He didn’t turn. His voice was a low, controlled rumble that cut through the pleasant fog in her head. “You’re back.”

Kiara swallowed, the dryness in her throat sudden and absolute. “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep. Went for a walk.”

“A four-hour walk that smells like beer and cigarette smoke?” He finally turned. In the stark fluorescent light, his face was all hard lines and shadow. He looked older than his forty-two years in that moment, weary and carved from something unyielding. “Sit down, Kiara.”

A spark of defiance, hot and familiar, flared. She didn’t move. “I’m eighteen. I don’t have a curfew.”

“You do when your father asks me to keep you safe.” He stood, the chair scraping harshly against the tile. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was solid, a presence that filled the space. “Sneaking out? Lying? What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking I’m an adult and I don’t need a babysitter!” The words came out sharper than she intended, fueled by guilt and that stubborn teenage pride. “Why are you like this? You’re not my dad. You hover over every little thing like I’m made of glass. It’s suffocating!”

For a long moment, he just stared at her. The anger in his eyes didn’t fade, but something else fractured beneath it. A raw, profound hurt that made her defiance feel cheap and small. His jaw worked.

“My daughter,” he said, the words quiet but so heavy they seemed to drop into the silence between them. “Her name was Elise. She was seventeen. She snuck out to a party. She never came home. She was murdered.” Kane’s gaze fixed on a point somewhere past Kiara’s shoulder, seeing a different kitchen, a different night. “That’s why I became a cop. To catch guys like the son-of-a-bitch who killed Elise.”

The air left the room. Kiara’s bravado evaporated, leaving a cold, hollow shame in its place. She saw it then—the source of the shadows under his eyes, the tension in his shoulders. It wasn’t overprotectiveness; it was a ghost, a promise etched in grief. He promised my dad he’d keep me safe, she realized. And he’s trying to keep a promise he couldn’t keep for her.

“Kane… I didn’t know. I’m… God, I’m so sorry.” The apology was feeble, utterly inadequate. She took a hesitant step forward. “I shouldn’t have worried you. I wasn’t thinking.”

He waved a hand, a tired, dismissive gesture. “It’s fine. Just… go to bed. We’ll forget it.”

But she couldn’t move. The harsh light softened him in a strange way, highlighting the silver threading through his dark, close-cropped hair, the strength of his stubbled jaw. She’d always thought of him as just her dad’s friend, a pleasant, stern fixture. Now, she saw the man. The pain, the loyalty, the weight he carried. And beneath it all, a raw, undeniable masculinity. Her gaze traced the line of his throat, the way his t-shirt stretched across his chest. A warm, unfamiliar pulse stirred low in her body, startling in its intensity.

Their eyes met. Really met. Not a glance, but a connection that held. The air between them changed, thickening, charged with something entirely new. The anger and apology faded, replaced by a taut, waiting silence. She saw his own surprise, a flicker of something forbidden and hungry in the deep brown of his irises.

She didn’t know who moved first. Perhaps they both did. One moment they were feet apart, the next, the space was gone. His hand came up, his calloused fingers brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. The touch was electric. It wasn’t a fatherly gesture. It was an exploration.

Kiara rose onto her toes, closing the final inch.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was a collision. A release of all the tension, the worry, the unspoken things that had been building for days. His mouth was hot and demanding on hers, tasting of coffee and a deeper, darker need. Her lips parted on a soft sound, and his tongue swept in, claiming, exploring. Her hands fisted in the soft cotton of his shirt, pulling him closer. He was solid muscle and heat, and she melted against him, the buzz from the party replaced by a far more potent, dizzying intoxication.

Then he broke away, pushing back from her as if she’d burned him. His breathing was ragged. “Kiara. No. This is… wrong.”

“It doesn’t feel wrong.” Her voice was a whisper, husky with a desire she barely recognized in herself. She reached for him again, her fingers tracing the tense line of his forearm. “I want this. I’m not a child, Kane. Look at me.”

He did. His gaze raked over her—the flush on her skin, the parted lips, the clear, unwavering want in her eyes. A war played out on his face. Duty, guilt, grief… and desire, winning. With a groan that was pure surrender, he pulled her back into him.

This kiss was slower, deeper, a conscious sin. His hands came up to cradle her face, his thumbs stroking her cheekbones. She kissed him back with a fervor that surprised her, her tongue tangling with his, learning the shape of his mouth. Her hands slid down his chest, over the flat plane of his stomach, and found the waistband of his sweatpants. She felt him tense, then shudder as her fingers dipped below the elastic, finding the hard, hot length of him straining against his boxers.

“Jesus, Kiara,” he breathed against her mouth.

“Shhh.” She fumbled with the drawstring, her fingers clumsy with need. She got it loose, pushed the fabric down over his hips. He sprang free, thick and heavy in her hand. The feel of him, velvet-over-steel, sent a jolt of pure, liquid heat straight to her core. She wrapped her fingers around him, stroking slowly, learning his rhythm.

He threw his head back, a muscle in his neck jumping. His hands came down to grip the counter on either side of her, his knuckles white. “You shouldn’t…”

“I am.” She dropped to her knees on the cool tile floor.

The view from here was devastating. Him, half-undressed, all power and vulnerability. His stomach clenched as she leaned in, her breath whispering over the sensitive tip. She didn’t tease. She took him into her mouth, as much as she could, her tongue flattening against the underside.

A raw, guttural sound tore from his throat. His hand came down, not to push her away, but to tangle in her hair, his touch guiding, not forcing. She moved on him, establishing a rhythm, hollowing her cheeks. The taste of him was salt and skin and pure masculinity. Every soft gasp he made, every twitch of his hips, fed the ache building between her own legs. She could feel her own wetness soaking through her thin pajama shorts. She sucked harder, her hand working the base he couldn’t reach.

“Enough.” The word was a strained command.

Before she could protest, his hands were under her arms, hauling her to her feet with effortless strength. He crushed his mouth to hers again, the kiss tasting of her own actions. Then, in one fluid motion, he bent and scooped her up, cradling her against his chest.

He carried her through the dark house to the guest room—his room. He shouldered the door open, kicked it shut behind them, and deposited her in the center of the rumpled bed. The moon through the window painted his frame in silver as he stood over her, his chest heaving, his erection standing proud.

“Last chance,” he said, his voice gravel. “Tell me to stop.”

She answered by pulling her tank top over her head in one swift movement. The cool air hit her skin, pebbling her nipples beneath her simple cotton bra. She reached behind herself, unhooking the clasp at her back, freeing her breasts. She shimmied out of her shorts and panties, leaving them in a pool on the floor. She lay back, naked and exposed, and opened her arms to him. “Don’t you dare stop.”

A dark, possessive look crossed his face. He shed his t-shirt, revealing a torso that was all functional strength—a broad chest dusted with dark hair, the ridges of his abdomen. He joined her on the bed, his weight dipping the mattress, his body a wall of heat covering hers.

His mouth left a trail of fire. He didn’t speak, just worshipped her with a hungry, single-minded focus. He kissed the hollow of her throat, his teeth grazing her collarbone. He took one peaked nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply until she cried out, her back arching off the bed. His hand slid down her quivering stomach, through the neat thatch of curls, and found her soaking wet center.

“So ready,” he murmured, the words a hot puff against her breast.

He circled her clit with a blunt, clever finger, then dipped two inside her. She gasped, her internal muscles clenching around the delicious intrusion. He worked her slowly, thoroughly, his thumb now applying perfect pressure as his fingers curved, finding a spot inside that made stars burst behind her eyelids.

“Kane… please…”

He shifted lower, his shoulders pushing her thighs apart. His breath was hot on her inner thigh. Then his mouth was on her, and the world dissolved.

This wasn’t timid or exploratory. It was expertise. His tongue was a flat, demanding stroke, then a focused, circling pressure on her clit. He used his lips, his chin, the occasional gentle scrape of teeth. He held her hips down as she bucked, his grip firm, anchoring her to the bed and the sensations. The coil inside her wound tighter and tighter, a screaming tension of pure pleasure. She fisted her hands in the sheets, a litany of moans and broken pleas falling from her lips. He drank her in, relentless, until her thighs began to tremble violently and the coil snapped.

Her climax ripped through her, a silent, breathless explosion that arched her body like a bow. Waves of electric pleasure radiated out from her core, leaving her shuddering and boneless. He gentled his mouth, licking her through the last gentle spasms, then moved back up her body.

He was poised over her, the head of his cock nudging at her slick, sensitive entrance. He looked into her eyes, searching. She nodded, unable to form words, and wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer.

He entered her in one slow, inexorable push. The stretch was immense, a breathtaking fullness that bordered on pain before transforming into the most profound sense of completion. He stopped, buried to the hilt, letting her adjust, his forehead pressed to hers. His breath was ragged.

“Okay?” The single word was strained.

“More,” she breathed.

He began to move. A slow, deep rhythm that dragged every inch of him against her inner walls. Each withdrawal was an agony of loss, each thrust a perfect, pounding reunion. The friction was exquisite, stoking the embers of her pleasure back to a fierce glow. She met his thrusts, rising to meet him, the slap of skin against skin filling the quiet room.

“Harder,” she urged, her nails digging into the hard muscles of his back.

His control shattered. His thrusts became faster, deeper, more urgent. The bedframe creaked in protest. He hooked an arm under her knee, opening her wider, changing the angle. He hit a place so deep and so perfect that she saw white. A second, sharper climax began to build, coiling with terrifying speed.

“Look at me,” he growled.

Her eyes flew open, locking with his. In that moment, there was no guilt, no past, no future. There was only this connection, this raw, physical truth. His thrusts became erratic, powerful. She felt the exact moment his own control vanished. A hot, guttural sound tore from his chest as he drove into her one final, searing time. The pulse of his release deep inside her triggered her own. Her vision blurred as she came again, a softer, longer unraveling that milked him, wave after wave of bliss melting her from the inside out.

He collapsed onto her, his weight a comforting anchor. They lay tangled, slick with sweat, hearts hammering a frantic, slowing duet against each other’s skin. His breath was warm on her neck.

Minutes passed, the quiet now a comfortable, sated thing. Slowly, he rolled to his side, taking her with him, keeping her close. His fingers traced idle patterns on her bare shoulder.

His voice, when it came, was thick with something that wasn’t pleasure. “Kiara.”

“Hmm?”

“Your dad… Max can never know about this.” The words were heavy, laced with a guilt that was already seeping back into the room. “He’d kill me. He’d be right to.”

She turned in his arms, facing him. In the moonlight, he looked younger, the harsh lines of worry smoothed away by exhaustion and satisfaction, but a new shadow was there. The shadow of betrayal. She cupped his cheek. “He’ll never know. This is ours. Just tonight.”

6 - SECRET PASSION IN THE BEACH HOUSE
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The driveway of the secluded beach house was little more than two sandy ruts carved through the sea oats and scrub pine. Lily stared out the passenger window of her father’s SUV, her sketchpad clutched to her chest like a shield. Behind the wheel, David looked every bit the high-ranking naval officer he was—jaw set, eyes forward, already mentally halfway across the Atlantic on his next assignment.

“Jax will look after you. Keep you safe,” David said, his voice carrying that familiar, commanding resonance. “I’m going to be gone a long time, and the house is too big, too empty. I need to know you’re with someone who knows the stakes. Someone who values your life as much as I do.”

Lily didn't argue. She never did. Being the daughter of a man like David meant accepting that her safety was a matter of logistics and tactical planning.

The house came into view—a weathered, two-story structure of silvered cedar and glass, perched defiantly on a dune overlooking the restless gray of the Atlantic. Standing on the porch was the man who had been a shadow in the periphery of her life for as long as she could remember.

Jax.

He was a decade younger than her father but looked like he’d been forged in the same furnace. He was rugged in a way that felt elemental, with shoulders that seemed to take up the entire doorway and a quiet, disciplined energy that made the air around him feel heavy. He was wearing a faded charcoal t-shirt and worn jeans, his thick arms crossed over his chest.

Lily’s heart did a strange, uncomfortable somersault. Jax was the “cool uncle” who had sent her postcards from places that didn't exist on maps; he was the former SEAL teammate who had saved her father’s life in a desert a lifetime ago. But as she stepped out of the car and met his gaze, she realized she hadn't seen him in three years.

She wasn't a child anymore, and the way Jax’s eyes swept over her—lingering for a fraction of a second on her face before settling back into a neutral, protective mask—told her he knew it, too.

“David,” Jax said, stepping down from the porch. His voice was a low, gravelly rumble that seemed to vibrate in Lily’s marrow.

“Jax. Thanks for doing this.” David gripped his friend’s hand, a firm, masculine exchange that spoke of a thousand unspoken debts.

Jax’s gaze shifted to Lily. A small, almost imperceptible softening touched the corners of his eyes—the only sign of the soft spot he’d always harbored for the quiet, artistic girl. “It’s no trouble. Your room is ready, Lily. Top of the stairs, ocean view.”

“Thank you, Jax,” she whispered, her voice feeling thin against the roar of the surf.

The handoff was quick. A brief, stiff hug from her father—a man more comfortable with duty than affection—and then the sound of the SUV retreating down the sandy drive.

Lily stood on the porch, her suitcase at her feet, feeling suddenly and overwhelmingly small. The silence between her and Jax was thick, punctuated only by the rhythmic crash of the tide. Jax picked up her heavy trunk as if it weighed nothing, his bicep flexing, the skin tanned a deep, weathered bronze.

“Kitchen’s stocked. Bathroom is down the hall,” Jax said, leading her inside. The house smelled of salt, cedar, and the faint, clean scent of his shaving cream. “I’ll stay out of your way, Lily. You’ve got your art; I’ve got my work.”

He paused at the foot of the stairs, looking up at her. The discipline in his posture was absolute, the wall of the “loyal friend” firmly in place. But for a fleeting moment, as the afternoon sun caught the dark intensity of his eyes, Lily felt a spark of something dangerous. Something that suggested that for all his discipline, Jax was a man who knew exactly how to break the rules if the prize was worth the wreckage.

“Make yourself at home,” he said quietly.

Lily nodded, heading up the stairs, but as she reached the landing, she looked back. Jax was still standing there, watching her go, a sentinel in the shadows of the hallway. She realized then that being safe and being protected were two very different things—and being protected by Jax felt like it might be the most dangerous thing of all.

The storm didn’t just rage outside; it invaded the house. Every thunderclap was a physical blow against the old beach house’s timbers, a deep, percussive boom that vibrated through the floorboards and up into Lily’s bones. She’d been trying to work on a new sketch in her borrowed room, but the lightning was a strobe light that turned her charcoal lines into jagged, unrecognizable scars. When a particularly violent crack of lightning split the sky, illuminating the room in a stark, blue-white flash, the power died with a final, surrendering hum.

Darkness, absolute and smothering, swallowed everything. The only sound was the frantic drum of rain against glass and the roar of her own pulse in her ears. Childish, she told herself, even as her fingers clenched around the pencil hard enough to snap the lead. She was twenty-one, not a little girl hiding under the covers. But logic was a feeble thing against the deep-seated, visceral fear that had lived in her since childhood, a legacy of too many nights alone in big, empty houses while her father was at sea.

She needed light. She needed a presence that wasn’t the storm’s.

Pushing back from the desk, she fumbled for the heavy flashlight Jax had given her when she arrived. Its beam cut a shaky path through the black hall. The living room was at the end, and as she approached, a softer, more welcoming glow pulsed against the walls. Firelight.

He was already there.

Jax sat on the thick wool rug before the stone hearth, his back to her, a silhouette of solid, quiet strength against the dancing flames. He’d built a fire, the logs crackling and spitting, casting long, warm shadows that made the room feel like a cave, a sanctuary. He didn’t turn as she hovered in the archway, but his shoulders, tense under his simple grey t-shirt, seemed to relax a fraction.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Lily said, her voice smaller than she intended.

“Come sit,” he said, his voice a low rumble that somehow harmonized with the fire’s murmur. It wasn’t a question.

She padded over, the wool rough under her bare feet, and sank down beside him, leaving a careful foot of space between them. The heat from the fire was immediate, seeping into her skin where the damp chill of fear had settled. She drew her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them, trying to make herself small.

Another thunderclap, this one so close it seemed to strike the dunes outside. Lily flinched, a full-body shudder she couldn’t suppress. Her eyes squeezed shut.

Then, warmth. Not from the fire.

A large, heavy arm settled around her shoulders, pulling her firmly, decisively, against his side. She stiffened for a heartbeat, surprised by the sudden contact, by the sheer, overwhelming solidity of him. He was all hard muscle and quiet heat, smelling of salt air, clean cotton, and something uniquely, essentially male. Her head found the hollow of his shoulder, her body curving instinctively into the shelter of his.

“It’s just noise, Lily-girl,” he murmured, the old childhood nickname falling from his lips with a gentleness that unraveled her. His hand, calloused and broad, stroked slowly up and down her arm. “It can’t get in here.”

She believed him. In that moment, wrapped in his strength, she believed anything he said. The tension began to leach from her muscles, replaced by a different kind of awareness. The rough texture of his jeans against her bare calf. The steady, strong beat of his heart under her ear. The way his thumb traced idle, soothing circles on her upper arm, each pass sending a trail of sparks across her skin.

She tilted her head back to look at him. The firelight played over the strong planes of his face, gilding the stubble on his jaw, deepening the shadows around his eyes. He was looking down at her, his expression unreadable, a storm of its own held carefully in check.

Time stretched, thin and elastic. The world narrowed to the circle of firelight, the sound of their breathing, the space between their mouths. His gaze dropped to her lips. Her own parted, a silent, aching invitation.

He moved first. A slow, inexorable tilt of his head. The distance closed.

The first brush of his lips was a question. Soft, tentative, a whisper against her mouth. It was a shock of pure sensation—warm, slightly chapped, infinitely careful. Lily went utterly still, her mind blank, every nerve ending focused on that single point of contact.

Then she answered.

A soft sound, almost a whimper, escaped her as she pressed into the kiss. Her hand came up, fingers sliding into the short, coarse hair at the nape of his neck. The kiss deepened, transformed. His arm tightened around her, hauling her fully into his lap in one smooth, effortless motion. She straddled his thighs, the new position achingly intimate, the hard ridge of his denim-clad erection pressing against the core of her through her thin cotton shorts.

Any thought of storms, of fathers, of wrongness, evaporated in the furnace of his mouth. He kissed like he did everything else—with focused, devastating intensity. His tongue swept against hers, tasting of coffee and dark, forbidden promise. One of his hands cradled the back of her head, angling her for better access, while the other splayed possessively over the small of her back, holding her flush against him.

It was a kiss that stole her breath and her reason. A kiss that felt less like a beginning and more like a homecoming to a place she’d always dreamed of but never dared to visit.

When he finally broke away, it was with a ragged inhalation that sounded like pain. He rested his forehead against hers, his eyes squeezed shut. “Lily… Christ. We can’t.”

His voice was gravel, strained with an effort that thrilled her.

“Why?” The word was a breath against his lips.

“I’m forty-two. Your father’s best friend. I changed your damn diapers.” Each reason was a bullet he fired at himself, but his hands didn’t loosen their hold. They tightened, if anything.

“I don’t care.” She shifted in his lap, a deliberate roll of her hips that drew a sharp, hissing breath from him. “I’ve loved you since I knew what love was.”

It was the truth, raw and unvarnished. A truth she’d carried for years, hidden in sketches of his profile, in the way her heart lifted when his truck pulled into the driveway.

He looked at her then, his eyes dark pools of conflict and hunger in the firelight. He searched her face, and whatever he saw there—the certainty, the desire, the woman she had become—made the last of his resistance crumble.

“God help me,” he whispered, and then his mouth was on hers again, not with careful question but with starving possession.

The kiss turned frantic, hungry. His hands moved from her back, one sliding up under the hem of her tank top to find the bare skin of her waist. The touch was electric, his palm rough and hot. He broke the kiss to trail his lips down the column of her throat, nipping at the sensitive spot where her pulse hammered a wild, frantic rhythm.

“Jax,” she gasped, her head falling back, offering him more.

In answer, his hands found the hem of her tank top and pulled it up and over her head in one swift motion. The cool air of the room kissed her skin, followed immediately by the searing heat of his gaze. She sat before him in just her simple cotton shorts and a lace-trimmed bra, her skin glowing in the firelight. He didn’t speak. Words seemed beyond him. He just looked, his eyes devouring her, tracing the slopes of her breasts, the dip of her waist, with a reverence that made her feel both worshipped and utterly claimed.

Then he bent his head.

His mouth closed over the lace covering her nipple, heat and dampness seeping through the fabric. She cried out, her fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to her. He suckled, gently at first, then with more pressure, his tongue circling the stiffening peak until the lace was a maddening barrier. With a growl of impatience, he reached behind her, the clasp giving way under his practiced fingers. The bra fell away.

The first touch of his mouth on her bare breast was a lightning strike to her system. A jolt of pure, undiluted pleasure arched her back, a broken sob catching in her throat. He lavished attention on one peak, then the other, his tongue and teeth and lips learning her, tasting her, until she was writhing in his lap, mindless with need.

His mouth began a slow, deliberate descent. He kissed a burning trail down her sternum, over the quivering plane of her stomach. His hands hooked into the waistband of her shorts and her panties, and in one fluid motion, he stripped them down her legs and off, leaving her completely bare before the fire and his hungry eyes.

He settled her back on the rug, the wool scratchy against her sensitized skin. He loomed over her for a moment, a dark silhouette against the fire’s glow, his expression one of raw, awestruck hunger. Then he knelt between her legs.

“So perfect,” he breathed, the words a warm caress against her inner thigh. “So fucking perfect for me.”

He didn’t tease. He didn’t hesitate. He simply lowered his head and put his mouth on her.

The sensation was so intense, so shockingly intimate, that Lily’s vision whited out for a second. A choked scream was torn from her throat. His tongue was broad and flat, a hot, wet stroke from her opening all the way up to the aching bundle of nerves at her apex. He did it again. And again. Establishing a rhythm that was relentless and perfect.

He ate at her with a single-minded focus that left her boneless. He licked into her, tasting her deeply, humming his approval against her flesh. He circled her clit with the very tip of his tongue, tight, dizzying spirals that had her hips lifting off the rug, seeking more, seeking everything.

One of his hands came up to press against her lower belly, pinning her gently but firmly, while the other slid beneath her, fingers digging into the flesh of her ass, holding her open for his feast. He alternated between long, languid licks and quick, fluttering flicks, reading her body’s responses with an expertise that stole her breath. He found a spot just inside her entrance with his tongue and pressed, and stars exploded behind her eyelids.

“Jax… I can’t… I’m going to…” Her words were a fragmented mess, lost in the roar of the fire and the storm and the blood in her ears.

He answered by sucking her clit into his mouth, applying a steady, rhythmic pressure that tipped her over the edge.

Her climax crashed into her with the force of the thunder outside. It was a convulsive, mind-shattering wave that ripped a raw, continuous cry from her lungs. Her body bowed, every muscle locking tight before dissolving into violent, helpless tremors. He rode it out with her, his mouth gentle now, lapping softly, drawing out every last shuddering aftershock until she collapsed back onto the rug, spent and trembling.

Before she could even catch her breath, he was moving. He stripped off his t-shirt, revealing a torso carved from sun-bronzed stone, crisscrossed with old, pale scars. He shoved his jeans and boxers down just enough to free himself, and the sight of him, thick and rigid, glistening at the tip, made her mouth go dry.

He came over her, his large frame blotting out the firelight, a protective shadow. He braced himself on his forearms, his face inches from hers. His eyes were black with need, his control visibly fraying.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice rough.

She did. Her eyes, hazy with pleasure, found his.

He positioned himself at her entrance, the broad head nudging against her slick, sensitive flesh. With a slow, inexorable push, he entered her.

The feeling of being filled by him was beyond anything. It was a stretch, a delicious, burning fullness that stole the air from her lungs. He was so big, so there, invading not just her body but her very sense of self. He sank into her with a measured, deep thrust, burying himself to the hilt, and they both groaned, a duet of raw pleasure.

He held himself there, embedded fully, his body trembling with the effort of his restraint. “Christ, Lily… you feel…”

He couldn’t finish. He began to move.

His pace was not frantic, but deep, deliberate. Each withdrawal was slow, almost reluctant, each thrust forward a powerful, claiming surge that hit a spot deep inside her that made her see stars. The angle was perfect. The friction was exquisite. The sound of their bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, was a lewd, beautiful counterpoint to the storm.

He fucked her with a focused intensity that was utterly captivating. His eyes never left hers, watching every flicker of pleasure that crossed her face. He adjusted his angle, finding one that made her gasp and claw at his back, and then he hammered into it, over and over, the force of his thrusts driving her shoulders into the rug.

“Touch yourself,” he growled against her ear, his breath hot. “Let me see you come again.”

The command, so dirty and direct, sent a fresh bolt of lust through her. Shyly, her hand slipped between their sweat-slicked bodies. Her fingers found her clit, swollen and hypersensitive. The moment she touched herself, a sharp cry escaped her. Jax’s rhythm faltered, a groan tearing from his throat as he watched her.

“That’s it,” he panted, his thrusts becoming harder, deeper. “Make yourself come on my cock.”

The dual stimulation, the visual of his own unraveling control, the filthy words in his rough voice—it was too much. A second, tighter, sharper orgasm coiled and snapped within her. Her inner muscles clenched around him in rhythmic pulses, milking his length, and her cry was swallowed by his mouth as he kissed her through it.

Her climax triggered his. With a final, brutal thrust that seated him impossibly deep, he stilled, his entire body going rigid. A raw, guttural sound was torn from his chest, a sound of pure release. She felt the hot, pulsing rush of him inside her, filling her, marking her in the most primal way.

He collapsed atop her, his weight a welcome anchor, his face buried in the curve of her neck. They lay there, tangled and breathless, as the storm finally began to abate, the thunder retreating to a distant grumble. The fire had burned down to embers, casting a deep, rosy glow over their sweat-sheened skin.

After a long while, he shifted his weight, rolling to his side and pulling her with him, keeping her tucked tightly against his body. His lips found her temple.

“I’ll never let anything happen to you,” he whispered into her hair, the vow a solemn echo in the quiet room.

Lily traced the line of a scar on his chest, her body humming with a profound, satiated exhaustion. The fear was gone. In its place was a new, terrifying, exhilarating certainty.

The fire had withered to a heap of glowing orange ribs, casting just enough light to see the grim set of Jax’s jaw as he pulled his shirt back over his head. The air in the room felt suddenly thin, the charged electricity of their bodies replaced by the cold, sobering weight of the “soldier” returning to his post.

He helped her up, his touch lingering on her waist for a fraction of a second too long—a silent, aching acknowledgment of what had just happened—before he stepped back, re-establishing the distance.

“Go up,” he said, his voice a low, rough command that lacked its usual bite. “Get some sleep, Lily. The power should be back by morning.”

She nodded, her body feeling heavy and foreign as she gathered her discarded clothes. She climbed the stairs in a daze, the wooden steps cool beneath her feet. When she reached her room, she didn't turn on the light. She simply crawled under the covers, still tasting him on her lips, her skin still humming from the friction of his touch.

Outside, the rain had turned into a rhythmic patter against the cedar shingles, but sleep was a mile away. Every time she closed her eyes, she was back on the rug, feeling the sheer, terrifying power of his hands on her. She thought about the way his discipline had shattered, the guttural sound he’d made when he finally gave in, and the way he had looked at her—not as David’s daughter, but as his own singular obsession.

Downstairs, she heard the heavy, slow thud of his boots as he paced the living room, a restless predator guarding the cage he’d just broken into. She knew he was wracked with guilt. She knew he was thinking about her father.

But as Lily curled into her pillow, inhaling the faint scent of salt and Jax that clung to her skin, she realized the storm hadn't ended. It had just moved inside. And for the first time in her life, she didn't want the sky to clear.

7 - THE COACH’S SECRET SEDUCTION
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The gym air was thick with the scent of rubber mats and stale sweat, a familiar perfume to Sophie. Her muscles burned with a pleasant, deep fatigue, the kind that promised strength tomorrow. Victor circled her like a predator assessing prey, his gaze missing nothing. His “old school” regimen had already stripped five pounds off her frame and added a new sharpness to her reflexes.

Sophie was a rising force on the collegiate track circuit, a sprinter with a pedigree that demanded perfection. Her father, an Olympic legend whose gold medals cast a long shadow over her career, had finally called in a favor from the only man he trusted with his legacy. He’d asked Victor—his oldest friend and the ruthless coach who had once pushed him to the podium—to take over her training during the off-season.

“Let’s finish with some stretches,” Victor’s voice cut through the hum of the treadmill. “On the mat.”

She obeyed, lowering herself onto the blue foam. The coolness seeped through her tank top and shorts. Victor knelt behind her, his presence a solid wall of heat at her back. “Hamstrings,” he stated, his tone devoid of the friendly encouragement her college coaches used. This was pure utility.

His hands, large and calloused, closed around her right ankle. He lifted her leg, his other hand pressing firmly against her lower back to keep her from rocking. The stretch was immediate, intense, a bright line of sensation from her heel to the base of her spine. She focused on her breathing, in through the nose, out through the mouth.

“Deeper,” he commanded, applying more pressure.

A small sound escaped her, not quite a gasp. It was too much, and yet… a weird, liquid warmth began to unspool in her belly, unrelated to the muscle strain. His thumb brushed the sensitive skin behind her knee, and the warmth pulsed.

What is that?

He moved to the other leg, his routine methodical. His fingers traced the line of her quad as he positioned her, a clinical touch that shouldn’t have meant anything. But each point of contact felt like a brand. When his palm slid down her calf to adjust her foot, the rough skin catching slightly on her own, the warmth between her legs became a distinct, undeniable throb.

She was glad she was face down on the mat.

“Hip flexors. Turn over.”

Her heart did a funny little stutter. She rolled onto her back, the ceiling lights suddenly blinding. Victor moved to her side, one knee on the mat near her hip. He took her left leg, bending it, and guided it across her body. His forearm rested on her outer thigh to hold her in place, his other hand on her shoulder to keep her flat.

His forearm was a heavy, warm weight. The position opened her up, made her feel exposed even through her clothes. The apex of her thighs was just… there. And the throbbing had intensified into a soft, persistent ache. She could feel the dampness starting, a secret betrayal her body was staging.

“Breathe into it,” he said, his voice closer now. He was looking at her face, not the stretch.

She tried. Her breath came out shaky. His eyes, a dark, flinty grey, held hers. There was a question in them, a flicker of something that wasn’t coaching. He saw it. He had to see it. The flush she felt creeping up her neck, the way her lips were slightly parted, the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

He held the stretch for a beat too long. His fingers on her shoulder flexed minutely. The air between them changed, thickening, charged like the moment before a lightning strike. The hum of the gym’s fluorescent lights was the only sound, buzzing in time with the pulse between her legs.

He released her leg, but didn’t move away. His hand remained on her shoulder. The weight of his knee still indented the mat beside her hip. She didn’t move either, paralyzed by a need so vast and sudden it stole her voice.

His gaze dropped to her mouth. Back to her eyes.

The words tumbled out, a raw, breathless confession she hadn’t even formed in her own mind until they were in the air. “I think about this. About you. When I’m alone.”

Victor went perfectly still. The stern coach façade cracked, revealing a stark, hungry man beneath. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Sophie.” Her name was a low rumble, a warning and a prayer. “Don’t.”

“Why?” she whispered, emboldened by the fire in her veins. She lifted a hand, her fingers trembling, and touched the back of his wrist where it rested on her shoulder. His skin was hot. “You want it too. I can feel it.”

He stared at her hand on him, as if it were a foreign object. The internal war played out across his face—duty, friendship, morality, all battling a desire that was visibly winning. His control, the very thing that drew her in, was fraying at the edges.

With a sound that was almost a growl, he moved. His hand left her shoulder, but only to cup her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheekbone. The touch was no longer clinical. It was possessive. “This is a terrible idea. Your father…”

“Doesn’t need to know,” she finished, arching into his touch. The ache between her legs was a demanding fist now, clenching with every second he hesitated.

That was the final thread snapping. His mouth crashed down on hers.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a burst of adrenaline. His lips were firm, insistent, his tongue sweeping into her mouth with a boldness that made her moan into him. The taste of him was clean, sharp, like black coffee and discipline. She kissed him back with all the pent-up frustration and secret yearning of the past weeks, her hands fisting in his tight cotton t-shirt.

He broke the kiss, breathing heavily. His eyes were wild, dark with lust. “Tell me to stop. Right now.”

She shook her head, her voice a husky thread. “Don’t you dare.”

That was all the permission he needed. His hands went to the hem of her tank top, yanking it up and over her head in one swift motion. Her sports bra followed. The cool air pebbled her nipples, and his gaze consumed her, the look so hot it felt like a physical caress. He palmed one breast, his thumb scraping over the tight peak, and the sensation shot straight to her core, making her cry out.

Then he was on his knees, his hands hooking into the waistband of her shorts and underwear. He peeled them down her legs, his movements urgent, almost rough. She lifted her hips to help, the vulnerability of being naked on the gym mat while he was still fully clothed sending a fresh, dizzying wave of arousal through her.

“On the bench,” he ordered, his voice gravel.

She scrambled to her feet, her legs unsteady, and walked the few steps to the flat weight bench. The black vinyl was cool against the backs of her thighs as she sat. Victor followed, pushing her shoulders back until she was lying down, the hard bench a stark contrast to the soft, hungry emptiness inside her. He stood at the end of the bench, his eyes raking over her naked form sprawled before him. The look in his eyes was pure, unadulterated hunger.

“So perfect,” he murmured, more to himself than to her. Then he dropped to his knees on the floor.

He didn’t tease. He hooked his hands under her knees, spreading her wide, and put his mouth on her.

The first touch of his tongue was a revelation. It was flat and broad, a slow, deliberate lick from her opening all the way up to her clit. Sophie’s back arched off the bench, a sharp, wordless sound tearing from her throat. It was too much, too direct, too good. He did it again, slower this time, savoring her taste. Then his focus narrowed.

He zeroed in on her clit, circling it with the pointed tip of his tongue. The pressure was exquisite, a relentless, rhythmic torture that built a coil of tension deep in her belly. He alternated—flicking, sucking, applying firm, steady pressure with the flat of his tongue. One of his hands left her knee, his fingers sliding down through her slickness to test her opening. One thick finger pushed inside, then two, curling upwards.

The dual sensation shattered her. The intimate penetration of his fingers, the expert suction of his mouth… it was overwhelming. Pleasure mounted in sharp, relentless waves. She could hear herself, a litany of broken pleas and moans, her hands tangled in his short, dark hair, holding him to her. The world narrowed to the bench, to his mouth, to the spiraling tension ready to snap.

“Victor… I’m… oh god…”

He redoubled his efforts, his fingers pumping in time with his tongue. The coil snapped.

Her orgasm crashed over her without warning, a violent, silent scream of sensation that seized every muscle. Her hips jerked against his mouth, her vision whiting out at the edges. He rode it out with her, his tongue gentling to soft, lapping strokes as she shuddered and trembled, the aftershocks making her toes curl.

Before she could even come down, he was moving. He rose, his own breathing ragged, and unfastened his shorts. He shoved them and his boxers down just enough to free his erection. Sophie, still dazed, caught a glimpse of him—thick, veined, impressively hard.

“Turn over,” he said, his voice thick. “Hands and knees.”

Still trembling, she obeyed, pushing herself up onto all fours on the narrow bench. The vinyl was slick under her palms and knees. He moved behind her, one hand smoothing over the curve of her ass. The other guided himself to her entrance, the blunt head nudging against her soaked, sensitive flesh.

He entered her in one slow, inexorable push.

The fullness was breathtaking. He was big, stretching her in a way that bordered on pain but was instantly consumed by a deeper, more desperate pleasure. She dropped her head between her shoulders, a long, low moan escaping her as he seated himself fully inside her.

He didn’t move for a moment, both of them adjusting, feeling the incredible tightness, the heat. Then his hands gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh.

He began to fuck her.

His strokes were deep and powerful, each thrust driving her forward on the bench. There was no finesse, no gentle exploration. This was raw, primal need. The sound of their bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, filled the silent gym. Each drive of his hips sent a jolt of pure pleasure through her, rekindling the embers of her first climax into a new, rising flame.

“So tight,” he grunted, his voice strained. “So fucking perfect for me.”

His words, filthy and approving, stoked the fire. She pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts, wanting him deeper, harder. The bench creaked under their weight and movement. One of his hands left her hip and snaked around her front, his fingers finding her clit again, already swollen and hyper-sensitive.

The combination was devastating. The deep, filling thrusts and the clever, circling pressure on her clit… pleasure built again, faster this time, a towering wave about to break. Her internal muscles clenched around him, rippling with the impending release.

“I’m gonna… Victor, I can’t…”

“Come,” he commanded, his thrusts becoming erratic, harder, faster. “Come on my cock.”

It was the permission she didn’t know she needed. Her second orgasm exploded, a deeper, more visceral convulsion than the first. It wracked her entire body, her cries echoing off the gym walls as she clenched around him violently.

The feel of her pulsing around him was his undoing. With a final, ragged groan, he drove into her to the hilt, his body stiffening behind her. She felt the hot, sudden rush of his release filling her, a profound intimacy that made her whimper. He held himself there, buried deep, as the last pulses of his climax subsided against the aftershocks of hers.

Slowly, the world came back. The buzz of the lights. The smell of sex now layered over sweat and rubber. The uncomfortable dig of the bench into her knees.

He softened inside her and gently pulled out. The loss of him felt immense. He helped her turn and sit on the edge of the bench, his movements now careful, almost tender. He fetched her clothes, handing them to her without meeting her eyes.

They dressed in a heavy, charged silence. She pulled on her shorts, her body feeling used and glorious. He fastened his own clothes, the stern coach’s mask settling back over his features, but it couldn’t hide the satisfied looseness in his posture.

He finally looked at her, his expression serious. “This never happened, Sophie.”

She nodded, a secret thrill zinging through her at the conspiracy. “It never happened.”

“Your father can never know.” His voice was absolute. “Not a word.”

“I promise.” And she meant it. The promise was part of the excitement, the forbidden glue binding this new, electric thing between them.

He gave a single, curt nod, the transaction complete. But as he turned to leave the gym, he paused at the door, looking back at her. The hunger was still there, banked but smoldering. “Weights tomorrow. Six AM. Don’t be late.”

A slow smile spread across her lips. “I won’t be.”

He left, and she was alone with the scent of their sin and the delicious, aching memory in her muscles. She traced a finger over her lower lip, still swollen from his kisses.

She was already looking forward to tomorrow morning.

8 - A BURST PIPE AND A TABOO TRYST
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The sound of shearing metal and a sudden, violent hiss ripped Tara from her bored scrolling. She scrambled off her bed, the phone clattering to the floor. In the bathroom, a jagged spray of water arced from a split pipe under the sink, soaking the cabinet doors and pooling across the tile.

“Shit,” she breathed, the curse lost in the roar of escaping pressure. Her fingers fumbled with the shut-off valve, slick and stubborn, until finally, with a gritty twist, the torrent died to a drip, then silence, broken only by the heavy patter of water droplets on the wet floor.

Her first call wasn’t to a 24-hour plumber. It was to Shawn. Her father’s voice echoed in her memory, a reliable mantra: “Anything goes wrong, you call Shawn. He’ll take care of it.” At twenty-one, Tara understood the subtext. Shawn was family-adjacent, trusted, safe. At forty-four, he was also the kind of man her friends would call distractingly handsome, a fact her younger self had never fully appreciated until she’d moved into this apartment he owned.

His voice on the phone was calm, a low rumble that cut through her panicked explanation. “Slow down, kiddo. A pipe burst? Under the sink? I’m five minutes away. I’ll be right there.”

Kiddo. The word sparked something in her—a flicker of defiance, a bolt of restless energy. The chronic boredom of a summer term with a light course load curdled into sudden, impulsive purpose. The cramped bathroom, the vulnerability of the situation… it felt like an opening.

She stripped off her damp t-shirt and yoga pants, standing naked in the middle of her bedroom. In her dresser, she found it: a scrap of crimson fabric, a crop top so short it would barely cover her ribs. She pulled it on, the soft cotton clinging to her breasts. No bra. The effect was immediate and deliberate. Her nipples, already tightened from the cool air of the bedroom, pressed against the thin fabric, creating two distinct, undeniable points. She paired it with the tiniest denim shorts she owned, the frayed hem riding high on her thighs. A glance in the full-length mirror confirmed it. She looked available. She looked like trouble.

The doorbell rang.

Shawn stood on the welcome mat, a heavy toolbox in one hand, his demeanor all practical concern. He wore faded jeans and a simple grey t-shirt stretched across a chest that spoke of regular, unpretentious labor, not gym vanity. His dark hair was slightly tousled, a few threads of silver at his temples catching the afternoon light. His eyes, a cool, assessing blue, swept over her outfit in a single, swift motion. A muscle in his jaw feathered. “Tara,” he said, his voice even. “You’re… damp.”

“The pipe put on a show,” she said, stepping back to let him in, catching the faint, clean scent of soap and sawdust that always clung to him.

He moved past her, his focus already on the problem. He was good at that—focus. In the bathroom, he crouched, his large frame making the small space feel even more intimate. Tara hovered in the doorway, then slipped inside, leaning against the counter next to the sink. Her bare hip brushed the cool porcelain. “What can I do?”

“Just stay clear,” he said, not looking up, his voice slightly muffled as he peered into the cabinet. “It’s a mess in here.”

“I can hold your light. Or hand you things.” She shifted, making the floorboard creak. The movement brought her closer, the edge of the countertop digging into the small of her back. From his vantage point, if he glanced up, he’d have a direct line of sight up the short expanse of her thighs, to the shadowed apex where denim met skin.

He did glance up. A quick, darting look that snagged on the smooth skin of her stomach, the provocative dip of her navel, before dropping back to the pipe wrench in his hands. His knuckles were white around the handle. “Tara,” he began, a warning note in the single syllable.

“It’ll be faster if I help,” she interrupted, her tone all false brightness.

He didn't answer right away. Instead, he reached into the cabinet, his large hands moving with a practiced, rhythmic efficiency that fascinated her. He adjusted a wrench, the metal clanking softly against the pipe, his forearm muscles bulging and rippling with every turn. The small bathroom began to heat up, the air thick with the smell of damp wood and the salt of his exertion. A bead of sweat broke from his temple, tracking a slow path down the side of his face before disappearing into the collar of his shirt.

“Hand me that coupling,” he grunted, gesturing toward the toolbox without looking up.

Tara leaned over, her chest nearly brushing his shoulder as she reached for the brass fitting. She felt the heat radiating from him, a literal wall of masculinity that made her head swim. As she handed it to him, her fingers lingered against his palm—a deliberate, slow slide of skin against skin. He stiffened, his breath hitching for a fraction of a second, but he took the part and set it into place. With a final, forceful twist of the wrench, the mechanical struggle ended. He reached up and slowly turned the valve. They both watched in the sudden quiet as the pipes groaned, settled, and held firm. No hiss, no spray. Just the steady, boring reliability of a fixed machine.

“All fixed,” he muttered, wiped his hands on a dark rag, and finally sat back on his heels. He stayed there for a moment, trapped in the cramped space between the toilet and the vanity, looking at the work he’d done as if it were the only thing keeping him grounded. He was close enough that Tara could see the individual silver hairs in his stubble and the way his chest rose and fell in a heavy, jagged rhythm that had nothing to do with the plumbing.

She bent at the waist, reaching for a roll of plumber’s tape on the edge of the tub. The motion made the crop top ride up, exposing the full, pale curve of her lower back, the delicate notch of her spine. The denim shorts pulled taut across her rear. She knew it. She felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch, a hot brand between her shoulder blades.

When she straightened, tape in hand, he was still crouched, but his head was tilted back, his eyes fixed on her face. The professional detachment was gone, eroded by the stifling heat of the room and the blatant, youthful temptation she presented. His gaze was a dark, turbulent thing. “What are you playing at?” The question was low, stripped bare.

The air left the room. The drip of water from the faucet sounded like a metronome. Tara didn’t answer with words. She let the roll of tape fall from her fingers. It bounced once on the wet tile and rolled under the toilet. She took a single step, closing the minuscule distance between them. Her bare toes were inches from his work boot. She looked down at him, at the tension corded in his neck, the rapid pulse at the base of his throat. Her own heart was a wild drum against her ribs.

His control shattered audibly. A rough, ragged sound tore from his chest. In one fluid, powerful motion, he rose, his hands abandoning the wrench to seize her hips. He didn’t pull her to him gently; he drew her in, a magnetic, inevitable force. Her body collided with his, all softness and yielding curves against hard, unyielding muscle. The shock of the contact—the heat of him through their clothes—stole the breath from her lungs.

His mouth found hers.

It wasn’t a tentative exploration. It was a dam bursting. His lips were firm, demanding, and tasted of coffee and a faint, minty sharpness. His tongue swept past her parted lips, and she met it with her own, a hot, slick tangle of hunger. One of his hands slid from her hip up her side, his thumb skating over the edge of the crimson fabric, tracing the lower curve of her breast. A jolt of pure, electric sensation shot through her, settling deep and throbbing in her core. She whimpered into his mouth, her hands flying up to clutch at his shoulders, feeling the solid, shifting power of the muscles beneath his shirt.

He broke the kiss, his breathing harsh and uneven against her cheek. “This is a bad idea,” he growled, but his hands were already moving, tugging the hem of her crop top upward. “Your father trusts me…”

“Then stop,” she challenged, her voice a throaty whisper, even as she arched her back to aid him.

He didn’t stop. The soft cotton was lifted over her head and discarded, a flutter of red in the periphery. The cool bathroom air touched her bare skin, pebbling her flesh. He stared, his eyes drinking in the sight of her breasts, full and high, her nipples a dark, tight rose. “Christ, Tara.”

His head dipped. His mouth, hot and wet, closed over one peaked crest. There was no gentle teasing. He drew her deep, his tongue laving the rigid tip with firm, relentless strokes. The sensation was exquisite, a direct line of pleasure that pulled taut from her nipple to the aching heart of her sex. Her knees buckled. A raw, unfiltered sound tore from her throat, echoing off the bathroom tiles. His other hand came up to cradle her other breast, his thumb circling its twin with a matching, maddening rhythm. He switched his attention, his mouth latching onto the other peak, sucking with a desperate hunger that made her fingers claw into his hair.

He guided her then, turning her with a firm pressure on her shoulders. She faced the mirror over the sink, her vision blurring with desire. Her own reflection stared back—flushed cheeks, swollen lips, eyes dark with need. And behind her, Shawn, a broad, solid shadow of a man, his gaze locked on hers in the glass. His hands slid down her arms, over the quivering muscles of her stomach, to the button of her shorts.

The rasp of the zipper was obscenely loud. He pushed the denim down her hips, taking her panties—a flimsy, lace thing—with them in one decisive movement. The fabric pooled at her ankles. Cool air whispered over her exposed skin, followed immediately by the blistering heat of his body as he pressed against her from behind. The rough denim of his jeans abraded the backs of her thighs. His hands settled on her bare hips, his fingers splaying, possessive and strong.

He bent her forward, over the sink. The porcelain was cold against her forearms and the undersides of her breasts. Her cheek pressed to the cool surface of the mirror, fogging it with her rapid, panting breaths. She was utterly exposed, open to him, her rear elevated, the damp, dark curls between her thighs on full display. She watched in the misty glass as he sank to his knees behind her.

The first touch of his mouth there was not a kiss. It was a slow, deliberate, open-mouthed glide from the sensitive skin at the base of her spine, down through the cleft of her rear, to the soaked, swollen flesh of her sex. She cried out, a sharp, broken syllable. His tongue was broad and relentless, parting her folds, seeking her clit with unerring accuracy. He found it—that tiny, desperate knot of nerves—and began to work it with a focused, circling pressure.

Pleasure detonated in white-hot waves. Her entire body bowed, her back arching, a continuous, guttural moan pouring from her lips. He held her hips steady, his mouth a devilish instrument of torture and bliss. He licked into her, deep and slow, savoring her taste, then returned to her clit, flicking it with the very tip of his tongue. The dual sensations—the deep, filling strokes and the sharp, pinpoint attention—drove her to the edge with terrifying speed. Her inner muscles clenched around nothing, desperate for fullness. “Shawn… please… I need…” she begged, the words dissolving into another moan as he sucked her clit between his lips.

He rose then, the loss of his mouth a sweet agony. She heard the frantic rustle of clothing, the metallic slide of a zipper, the tear of a foil packet. A moment later, the blunt, heated pressure of him was at her entrance. He leaned over her, his chest a solid wall against her back, his mouth at her ear. His voice was a graveled wreck. “Tell me you want this.”

“Yes,” she gasped, pushing back against him. “God, yes.”

He sheathed himself in her with one deep, claiming thrust.

The stretch, the glorious, burning fullness, made her eyes roll back. He was thick, hard, and he filled her completely, a perfect, shocking fit. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, both of them trembling with the intensity of the connection. Then he moved.

His rhythm was primal, powerful. He withdrew almost completely, then drove back into her wet heat, his hips meeting her rear with a solid, rhythmic slap that joined the symphony of their ragged breathing and the creak of the cabinet. Each thrust sent fresh sparks of pleasure shooting through her already-overloaded system. His hands gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh, holding her in place for his relentless possession.

The angle was deep, punishing, perfect. With every plunge, he struck a spot inside her that made her see stars. Her moans became screams, muffled against her own arm. Her fingers scrabbled for purchase on the slick porcelain sink. The world narrowed to the feeling of him pistoning in and out of her, the slap of skin on skin, the animalistic grunts that vibrated from his chest. She was unraveling, a coil wound too tight, the pressure building at the base of her spine, spreading through her abdomen, tightening every muscle.

“I’m… I’m gonna…” she choked out.

“Let me feel it,” he commanded, his pace becoming frantic, desperate. “Come for me, Tara. Now.”

It was the permission, the raw command in his voice, that shattered her last restraint. The climax erupted, a cataclysmic wave that started deep in her womb and radiated outward, turning her limbs to liquid fire. Her internal muscles convulsed around his invading length, gripping him in a series of fierce, rhythmic pulses. A hoarse, broken cry was torn from her throat as the pleasure washed over her in endless, drowning waves.

Feeling her clamp down on him, hearing her shattered cry, was his own undoing. With a final, brutal thrust, he buried himself as deep as he could go. A low, guttural roar was wrenched from him, a sound of pure, unadulterated release. She felt the hot, sudden rush of his climax filling her, the throbbing pulse of him deep inside as he spilled himself, his body shuddering against hers in violent tremors.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their heaving breaths, the faint drip of the faucet, and the sex-scented air. Slowly, gently, he withdrew. The loss of him left her feeling hollowed out and boneless. He disposed of the condom, then his hands, infinitely more tender now, helped her straighten. He turned her to face him, his eyes searching hers, the blue now clouded with a mix of satiation and dawning horror.

They dressed in a heavy, awkward silence. He pulled on his t-shirt. She stepped back into her shorts, not bothering with the panties, and pulled the crop top back on. The fabric felt different now—a costume put away after the play was over. She avoided his gaze, suddenly, acutely aware of the cracked tile, the wet towels, the wrench still lying on the floor.

Shawn finished packing his toolbox, the clicks of the latches loud in the quiet. He ran a hand through his hair, his expression grim. When he spoke, his voice was low, serious, stripped of all the heat that had filled it minutes before. “Tara.” He waited until she looked at him. “Your dad… he can’t know. Ever. You understand that, right? This can’t… this was a one-time mistake.”

A flicker of that earlier defiance returned, tempered now by the slick, aching memory between her thighs. She met his eyes, her chin lifting slightly. “I promise. He won’t hear a word from me.” She paused, letting the silence stretch, watching the conflict play across his face. “But it doesn’t have to be a one-time mistake.”

He stared at her, the toolbox hanging forgotten at his side. The war in his eyes was plain: responsibility versus the raw, undeniable hunger she had just stoked into an inferno. The ghost of her taste was still on his lips, the feel of her tight heat around him still a phantom sensation. He swallowed, his throat working. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I’m home all day Thursday. My last class ends at two.” She took a step closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “You could stop by.”

He didn’t answer immediately. He looked at her—really looked—seeing not his friend’s daughter, but the woman who had just come apart in his arms. A slow, reluctant heat began to seep back into his gaze, overriding the caution. He gave a single, almost imperceptible nod. “Thursday. Two-thirty.”
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The storm didn’t just rage; it devoured the world outside. Rain lashed the windows like thrown gravel, and a groan from the ancient oak in the front yard snapped into a sound like a gunshot. June flinched, dropping the book she wasn’t reading. The house shuddered. A sickening, heavy thud punched through the chaos, and every light in the living room died at once.

Darkness, absolute and thick, swallowed her. The roar of wind filled the silence her pounding heart left behind. She stood frozen in the middle of the carpet, the chill from the dying fireplace creeping up her bare legs.

Her phone screen glowed, a feeble star in the abyss. Dad’s contact was at the top. Call Hank, the text from an hour ago read. If anything happens, he’ll come.

As if summoned, headlights cut through the downpour, painting frantic stripes across the wall. Tires crunched on the wet driveway. A car door slammed. A moment later, a heavy fist pounded on the front door.

“June? It’s Hank! You in there?”

His voice, a gravelly baritone strained with urgency, was the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard. She stumbled through the dark, fumbling with the deadbolt. The door swung inward, bringing in a gust of rain and the solid, damp presence of him.

Hank filled the doorway. He was a big man, not tall but wide, built from decades of labor. His work jacket was soaked through, plastered to shoulders that seemed to carry the weight of the storm easily. Raindrops clung to his short, salt-and-pepper beard. His eyes, a sharp blue even in the gloom, scanned the dark hall behind her before landing on her face.

“Jesus, kid. You okay?” He stepped inside, dripping on the mat. His large, calloused hand reached out, not quite touching her shoulder. A gesture of comfort held in check. “Saw the tree from the road. Took out the corner of the roof, I think. Power lines are down everywhere.”

“I… I’m okay,” June managed, her voice thin. “It was so loud.”

“Yeah, it was.” He shrugged out of his sodden jacket, hanging it on the knob. “C’mon. Basement. There’s a tornado warning. Got a flashlight?”

She nodded, fetching the heavy-duty one from the kitchen drawer. Her fingers brushed his as she handed it over, and a current that had nothing to do with the storm zipped up her arm. He didn’t seem to notice, his focus already on navigating the dark house toward the basement door.

The basement was a vault of quiet, the storm muffled to a distant rumble. The air smelled of concrete and stored memories. Hank moved with a quiet efficiency that was mesmerizing. He found the emergency box, lit two fat pillar candles, and placed them on an old, sturdy workbench. Their light pushed the darkness back into soft, dancing shadows, painting the planes of his face in gold and umber.

“Sit,” he said, nodding to the worn corduroy couch against the far wall. It was an old thing, her father’s college relic. “Might be a while.”

June sat, tucking her legs under her. She watched him. The way his damp t-shirt stretched across his back as he checked the fuse box. The sure movements of his hands. He was her dad’s age, her dad’s best friend since high school. He’d been around forever, a constant, rugged fixture at barbecues and holidays. But down here, in the intimate cave of candlelight, he was just Hank. And she was just June. Not a kid.

He turned, leaning against the workbench. The candlelight caught the silver in his stubble, the concern in his eyes. “Scary stuff for your first time alone in the house, huh?”

“A little,” she admitted. She pulled the hem of her soft cotton sleep shirt down over her thighs. “My parents just left this morning. Feels like a year ago.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “They’ll be fine. You will too.” He pushed off the bench and came over, sitting on the far end of the couch. Not too close. The old springs groaned under his weight. “Storm’s passing. We’ll assess the damage when it’s light.”

Silence settled, but it wasn’t empty. It was full of his breathing, the whisper of the candles, the awareness of the space between them on the couch. She could feel the heat radiating from him.

“You’re shaking,” he observed, his voice softer.

“Am I?” She looked down at her hands. They were. A fine, constant tremor.

Without a word, he reached over. His hand enveloped hers, warm and rough and utterly still. The tremor in her fingers subsided, absorbed by his solid calm. “It’s the adrenaline. It’ll pass.”

His thumb moved. Just once. A slow, unconscious stroke across her knuckle.

Her breathing faltered.

His eyes lifted from their joined hands to her face. The blue of them seemed darker now, the pupils wide in the low light. He was looking at her—really looking—not as his friend’s daughter, but as a woman sitting in a shadowy room, wearing very little.

He let go of her hand as if it had burned him. “June…” The word was a low rumble, a warning.

She didn’t let him finish. The fear from the storm had melted, replaced by a different, hotter urgency. She shifted across the couch, closing the distance he’d so carefully maintained. The corduroy whispered under her. She was close enough to smell the rain on his skin, the clean scent of his soap underneath.

“Hank.” Her own voice surprised her, steady and low.

“This is… you’re too young,” he said, but the protest was weak, crumbling at the edges. His gaze dropped to her mouth.

“I’m eighteen.” She said it like a vow. “And I’m not scared of this.”

That did it. A rough sound escaped his throat. The last thread of his resistance snapped.

He closed the final inch.

His kiss wasn’t gentle. It was hungry. His beard was surprisingly soft against her skin, but the press of his lips was firm, demanding a response she gave instantly. Her hands came up, one tangling in the short hair at the nape of his neck, the other clutching the solid muscle of his shoulder. He tasted of coffee and the night air.

He pulled back just enough to speak against her lips, his voice shredded. “God, June. This is wrong.”

“I don’t care.” She kissed him again, pouring every ounce of want she’d secretly harbored for months into it. “I want you. Right here. Right now.”

A groan vibrated through his chest. His arms came around her, one hand splaying against the small of her back, pulling her flush against him. The other cupped the back of her head, holding her in place for a deep, searching kiss. His tongue swept into her mouth, and a sharp, sweet ache bloomed low in her belly.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. His eyes burned into hers for a long second. Then his focus dropped to the thin fabric of her shirt. With a deliberate slowness that made her throb, he gathered the hem in his fists and pulled it up and over her head. The cool basement air pebbled her skin, but his gaze was a brand.

She wore nothing underneath.

“Christ,” he breathed, the word full of reverence.

His large, work-worn hands engulfed her. They were warm and slightly abrasive, a thrilling contrast to the smoothness of her skin. His thumbs swept over her nipples, and they tightened into hard, sensitive peaks. He bent his head, his breath hot on her collarbone, then lower.

When his mouth closed over one taut peak, she cried out. It wasn’t a suck, but a slow, wet pull, his tongue circling, flicking. Sensation, bright and electric, shot straight to her core, making her clench around nothing. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until she was arching into him, small, desperate sounds escaping her throat.

He guided her down, until her back met the rough, nubby fabric of the old couch. He loomed over her, his frame blocking the candlelight, casting her in his shadow. His eyes traveled the length of her body, laid bare for him. The hunger in his look was a physical touch.

He kissed a trail down her stomach, his beard a delicious abrasion. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her cotton shorts and panties, and in one smooth motion, stripped them down her legs and off. The air touched her everywhere, but his gaze was hotter.

He settled between her legs, pushing her thighs apart with his shoulders. She was exposed, utterly vulnerable, and the feeling was intoxicating.

He didn’t speak. He just looked at her, at the very heart of her, glistening in the candlelight. Then he lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue was a flat, slow stroke from bottom to top. Her back bowed off the couch, a gasp tearing from her lungs. It was too much. It was not enough.

He settled into a rhythm that was pure, focused artistry. His mouth was hot and wet, his tongue alternating between broad, lapping strokes and pinpoint flicks against the swollen bud that was the center of her universe. He’d slide a finger, then two, inside her, curling them just so, finding a spot that made her see stars behind her closed eyelids, all while his mouth worked its magic.

She shattered quickly, overwhelmed by the intensity, the forbidden thrill, the sheer skill of his mouth. Pleasure rolled through her in deep, pulsing waves, her thighs trembling against his ears. He gentled her through it, his touches softening until she was a boneless heap on the couch, breathing in ragged pants.

He rose above her, kneeling between her splayed legs. His eyes were wild, his beard glistening with her wetness. He gripped the hem of his own t-shirt and ripped it over his head. His chest was broad, dusted with hair, the muscles of his shoulders and arms defined by a lifetime of physical work.

Then he stood, just for a moment, to unbutton his jeans. He shoved them and his boxer briefs down in one push.

June’s mouth went dry.

He was thick, heavy, fully erect. In the flickering light, he looked immense, primitive. A part of her mind, the part that was still a scared girl in a storm, whispered a warning. The rest of her, the woman he’d just made come apart with his mouth, throbbed with a desperate need to feel him.

He came back to the couch, lowering himself over her. The head of his cock pressed against her entrance, a blunt, insistent pressure. He braced himself on one forearm, his other hand cradling her face.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice gritty.

She forced her eyes open, meeting his stormy blue gaze.

He pushed inside.

It was a stretch, a breathtaking fullness that stole the air from her lungs. He didn’t stop, didn’t give her time to adjust, just sank into her with one long, relentless stroke until he was fully sheathed, his hips flush against hers. She could feel every inch, the way her body strained to accommodate him.

“Fuck,” he gritted out, his forehead dropping to hers. “You feel… god, June.”

He began to move. There was no gentle preamble. His thrusts were hard, deep, driving the couch against the wall with a rhythmic thump. Each stroke dragged against a spot deep inside that made her cry out, a mix of pleasure and sweet, burning friction. The rough fabric of the couch scraped her back, the musky scent of their sweat and sex filled the air, and all she could hear was the slap of skin, their ragged breathing, and the distant, fading echo of the storm.

He fucked her with a single-minded intensity, as if he was trying to brand himself into her. Her legs wrapped around his waist, her heels digging into the hard muscles of his ass, pulling him deeper. She met every thrust, her own hips rising off the couch.

The tension coiled tighter, a spring about to snap. She felt her second climax building, faster and harder than the first. He sensed it. His pace became punishing, his breaths coming in ragged grunts against her neck.

“Come with me,” he growled into her ear. “Now.”

It was the permission, the command, that sent her over. Her inner muscles clamped around him in a series of violent spasms, white-hot pleasure detonating through her nerves. With a hoarse shout, he followed, his body stiffening above her as he emptied himself deep inside her with a final, shuddering thrust.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their struggling lungs. He collapsed onto her, his weight a crushing, welcome anchor. His face was buried in the curve of her neck, his breath scalding her skin.

Slowly, carefully, he withdrew and rolled onto his back beside her on the narrow couch. He pulled her against his side, her head on his damp chest. His heart hammered against her ear, a frantic drum gradually slowing.

The candles flickered, casting long, dancing shadows.

His voice, when it came, was quiet, stripped raw. “Your dad can never know.” He turned his head, his eyes finding hers in the dimness. The heat was gone, replaced by a stark, serious intensity. “Promise me, June.”

She traced a finger through the sweat on his sternum. “I promise.”

He nodded once, accepting it. His arm tightened around her for a second, then he sat up, swinging his legs to the floor. He found his jeans, pulling them on without looking at her. The spell was breaking, reality seeping back into the basement with the chill.

June sat up, gathering her clothes. She felt raw, used, magnificent. And as she watched him fasten his belt, the broad line of his back turned to her, a single, defiant hope ignited in her chest.

He wouldn’t walk away from this. He couldn’t. Not now.
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The night air was a sharp, clean blade against her skin. Maddie stood in the moon-drenched clearing behind the cabin, her breath forming pale ghosts in the silvered dark. Reid’s silhouette was a solid cut-out of shadow against the pines, his stillness more commanding than any movement.

Her father, a high-level prosecutor who had just dismantled a notorious cartel, had left nothing to chance. For her safety, he’d sent her to a remote mountain cabin owned by his oldest friend, Reid—a retired US Marshal who had spent his career specializing in witness protection. If anyone could hide her from the reach of the vengeful, it was him. Now, under the cold, watchful gaze of the peaks, they were practicing defense drills.

“Again,” Reid’s voice came, a low rumble that seemed to vibrate from the ground itself.

She shifted her weight, the soft earth giving way beneath her boots. The drill was simple—a block, a pivot, a controlled strike to the solar plexus. They’d done it a dozen times already. Her muscles hummed with a strange, electric fatigue. It wasn’t just the exercise. It was him. The way his gaze never wavered, tracking her every shift with an intensity that felt less like instruction and more like… possession.

She executed the move. Her block met his advancing forearm, a jarring impact that traveled up her bone. She pivoted, her body twisting, and drove her fist forward. He caught it, of course. His hand swallowed hers whole, his fingers wrapping around her knuckles not to hurt, but to still.

He didn’t let go.

The world narrowed to the point of contact. The heat of his palm. The rough texture of his skin against hers. The clearing, the mountains, the reason she was here—all of it dissolved into the charged silence between them.

“You’re distracted,” he said, his voice dropping another octave.

“I’m tired,” she countered, the lie thin and transparent.

“No.” He took a single step closer. The space between them evaporated. She could feel the radiant warmth of his body, smell the pine and leather and clean male sweat on him. “You’re thinking. You’re always thinking. I can see it in your eyes. A thousand questions.”

Her throat tightened. She tried to pull her hand back, but his grip was an unyielding band. “Reid…”

“For years,” he interrupted, the words coming out in a rough, confessional rush, as if dragged from a deep, guarded place. “I’ve watched you. Your father’s pictures. His stories. I saw a girl become a woman from three states away.”

Maddie’s mind went blank, then flooded with a dizzying cascade of images—brief mentions of ‘Uncle Reid,’ a face in a photograph, a deep voice on the phone, a presence she’d felt but never seen.

His other hand came up, not to touch her face, but to hover beside her cheek, his fingers casting a long, trembling shadow in the silver moonlight. “I’ve been fighting these desires since you got here,” he confessed, his voice a raw, jagged rasp of a man who had lost his final battle. “I knew the moment I saw you that having you would be a betrayal of the only man I call a brother. It’s wrong. It’s a violation of every oath I’ve ever taken.”

Then his touch descended. It wasn’t a brush. It was a claiming. His thumb swept over her lower lip, a slow, deliberate stroke that sent a bolt of pure sensation straight to her core. A sharp, sweet ache bloomed low in her belly, so sudden it made her knees weak.

All the rules, the danger, the reason for her exile—it all crumbled under the weight of that single touch and his stolen confession. The protector had a crack in his armor, and it was shaped exactly like her.

He saw the surrender in her eyes before she voiced it. A low sound, almost a growl, escaped him. In one fluid motion, he bent, hooked an arm behind her knees, and lifted her against his chest. She gasped, her arms instinctively looping around his neck. He carried her as if she weighed nothing, his strides long and sure as he moved from the clearing toward the dark shape of the cabin.

He didn’t fumble with the door. He shouldered it open, stepped inside, and kicked it shut with his heel. The main room was dominated by a massive stone fireplace, a low fire still glowing within, and a vast bearskin rug spread before it. The air was warm, thick with the scent of woodsmoke and aged timber.

He didn’t set her down. He stood there in the center of the room, holding her, his eyes raking over her face as the firelight danced across his features. The controlled Marshal was gone. In his place was a man stripped bare by want.

“Last chance to be smart,” he murmured, but his voice was thick with a hunger that belied the words.

Her answer was to tighten her arms around his neck and bring her mouth to his.

The kiss was not gentle. It was ignition. His lips were firm, demanding, and she met them with a desperation that surprised her. He tasted of coffee and the wild night air. His tongue swept into her mouth, a bold, possessive invasion that made her moan into him. One large hand splayed against her back, pressing her flush against the hard planes of his chest, while the other tangled in her hair, tilting her head to deepen the kiss.

When he finally broke for air, they were both breathing in ragged pulls. He lowered her until her feet touched the rug, but he didn’t release her. His hands went to the hem of her sweater.

“Arms up.”

The command, delivered in that velvet-rough voice, sparked another wave of liquid heat through her. She obeyed, lifting her arms, and he pulled the soft fabric of her sweater up and over her head, letting it fall forgotten to the floor. Then, his hands moved to the small of her back. With a single, deft flick of his calloused fingers, the clasp of her bra gave way. He reached around to catch the straps, sliding them slowly down her shoulders until the lace fell away, leaving her bare to the waist. He didn't move; he simply looked, his gaze like a physical touch as it traveled over her. A muscle ticked in his jaw, the hard discipline of the Marshal finally snapping at the sight of her.

His own shirt followed, yanked over his head and discarded. Maddie’s breath caught. She’d seen his strength in his bearing, but now she saw the map of it etched on his skin. Corded muscle, the pale lines of old scars, a dusting of dark hair across his chest that trailed down over a taut stomach. He was a weapon, honed and lethal, and he was looking at her as if she were his only purpose.

He reached for the button of her jeans. The rasp of the zipper was obscenely loud. He pushed denim and cotton down her hips in one firm motion, kneeling before her as he guided them over her thighs, her calves. He removed her boots and socks with efficient tugs, then stripped the last of her clothing away. She stood before him, bathed in firelight, completely exposed.

He stayed on his knees. His hands, those large, capable hands that could disarm a man or build a fire, settled on her hips. He looked up at her, his eyes dark pools of reflected flame. “So damn perfect,” he breathed, the words a reverent curse.

Then he leaned forward and put his mouth on her.

The first touch of his tongue was a lightning strike. A jolt of pure, undiluted pleasure so intense her vision blurred. He didn’t tease. He feasted. His lips sealed over her, his tongue delving into her folds with a focused, relentless rhythm. A broken cry tore from her throat. Her hands flew to his head, her fingers clutching at his short, thick hair.

He ate her pussy with a single-minded hunger that mirrored the vast, untamed wilderness outside. It was wet, messy, devastatingly intimate. He licked broad strokes, then focused on the tight, throbbing bud of her clit, circling it, sucking it gently between his lips. The sensations coiled tight in her belly, a spring wound to its breaking point. She could feel the rough texture of his beard against her inner thighs, a delicious abrasion that only heightened the sinful softness of his tongue.

“Reid… oh god… right there…” The words were gasped, incoherent.

He hummed against her, the vibration shooting through her like a shockwave. One of his hands left her hip, his fingers sliding through her slickness, testing her. One thick finger pressed inside her, then another, his mouth never leaving its task. He filled her, stretching her, curling his fingers in a way that made her see stars. The dual assault was too much. The coil snapped.

Her orgasm ripped through her without warning, a silent, seismic event that locked her muscles and stole the air from her lungs. It rolled over her in relentless waves, her body bowing forward over his head as she trembled violently, her cries muffled against her own arm.

He gentled his mouth, lapping softly as she came down, drawing out every last shudder. When she was boneless and panting, he rose. He was still fully dressed from the waist down, the prominent bulge in his jeans a blatant testament to his own need.

Without a word, he shrugged out of his belt, opened his jeans, and pushed them and his briefs down just enough to free himself. Maddie’s gaze dropped. He was thick, veined, the head flushed a deep red. A fresh pulse of desire, heavy and urgent, throbbed inside her.

Guided by a sudden, primal instinct, Maddie sank to her knees on the floor before him. She didn't look up, her focus entirely on the raw, powerful weight of him. She reached out, her fingers trembling slightly as they brushed the warm, silk-smooth skin of his length, feeling the frantic pulse vibrating through him. She leaned forward, her breath ghosting over the sensitive head before she swirled her tongue around him, tasting the salty musk of his arousal.

Reid let out a sharp, choked sound, his hands flying to her hair as she took him into her mouth. She worked him with a slow, dedicated hunger, her lips tight and her tongue rhythmic, drawing him as deep as she could. He was massive, stretching her mouth, and the sound of his ragged, uneven breathing was the only music in the room. He groaned, his hips jerking forward in a mindless, involuntary reflex as her suction increased.

“Maddie... enough,” he panted, his fingers tightening in her hair as he gently but firmly pulled her back. His control was at its absolute breaking point. “I need to be inside you. Right now.”

He guided her down onto the deep, soft fur of the bearskin rug. The fire painted their skin in gold and shadow. He came over her, his powerful frame caging her, blocking out the world. One hand cradled the side of her face. His eyes held hers, the blue almost black in the dim light.

“Look at me,” he ordered, his voice gravel.

She did. He positioned himself at her entrance, the broad head nudging against her sensitive flesh. He pushed forward, a slow, inexorable invasion. She was still fluttering from her climax, exquisitely sensitive, and the stretch was breathtaking. She felt every inch as he sank into her, filling her completely, a perfect, shocking fit.

A deep groan tore from his chest. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, his body trembling with the effort of his control. “Maddie,” he gritted out, her name a prayer and a curse.

Then he began to move.

It was not love-making. It was fucking. Primal, raw, and utterly consuming. He withdrew almost completely, then drove back in with a force that stole her breath. The rhythm was relentless, each thrust grinding the base of him against her clit, sending fresh sparks of pleasure through her oversensitized nerves. The rough fur beneath her back, the hard heat of him above, the slap of skin on skin, his guttural sounds in her ear—it was a symphony of sensation that overwhelmed every thought.

She wrapped her legs high around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, meeting him thrust for thrust. Her nails scored down his shoulders. He captured her mouth again, the kiss messy and desperate, all tongue and teeth.

“You feel… like heaven,” he rasped against her lips, his pace increasing. “Tighter… so damn tight.”

The pressure built again, deeper this time, a slow, gathering storm in her core. He shifted his angle slightly, and the next thrust hit a spot that made her cry out, a sharp, keening sound. He did it again. And again.

“Come for me,” he demanded, his breath hot on her neck. “Let me feel it.”

It was the command that did it. The storm broke. Her second climax was different—deeper, longer, a rolling convulsion that clenched around him rhythmically, milking his length. Her vision whited out, a silent scream on her lips.

The feel of her pulsing around him shattered his legendary control. With a raw, ragged shout, he drove into her one final, deep time and stilled. She felt the hot rush of his release inside her, jet after jet, a claiming as primal as the act itself.

He collapsed onto her, his weight a crushing, welcome anchor. They lay tangled in the fur, slick with sweat, hearts hammering against each other in a frantic, slowing rhythm. The only sounds were the crackle of the fire and their ragged breathing.

After a long moment, he rolled, taking her with him, so she lay sprawled atop his chest. His arms wrapped around her, one hand stroking slowly up and down her bare back. He pressed a kiss to her damp temple.

“I will always protect you,” he murmured into her hair, the vow quiet but absolute, forged in the heat of their joining. “No matter what.”

Maddie nuzzled into the hollow of his throat, the words settling over her like a blanket. The danger outside the cabin walls felt a million miles away. Here, in his arms, on this rug, she had never felt safer. Or more thoroughly claimed.
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The Montana sun was a brutal, unforgiving god, and Sadie felt its judgment in every bead of sweat that traced a path between her shoulder blades. She’d been here a week, exiled from her father’s air-conditioned penthouse to this endless expanse of dust, horse shit, and Colton.

Her father’s best friend. The man currently hefting a bale of hay as if it were a pillow, the muscles in his forearms corded and gleaming. She watched from the dubious shade of the stable overhang, a cold bottle of water pressed to her neck. He moved with an economy that fascinated her, a silent language of strength she’d never seen in the city men who talked with their wallets.

“You’re staring, city girl.”

His voice, a low rumble like distant thunder, didn’t even sound winded. He didn’t look at her.

“I’m cataloging my misery,” she shot back, but the heat had stolen the bite from her words. “It’s a hundred degrees. Don’t the horses get a siesta?”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips, barely visible beneath the shadow of his worn Stetson. “Horses don’t know about siestas. And the work don’t care about the heat. Saddle up. We’re checking the north fence line.”

An hour later, the world had reduced to the rhythmic sway of the saddle, the creak of leather, and the vast, silent sky. Sadie’s initial resentment had melted into a strange, hypnotic acceptance. The land was brutal, but it was honest. Colton, riding ahead on his massive bay gelding, was the same. He hadn’t coddled her, hadn’t mocked her clumsiness. He’d simply shown her, his large, capable hands guiding hers on the reins, his instructions short and clear.

It was during the ride back, the late afternoon sun painting the grass in long, golden strokes, that her horse shied at a rattlesnake’s warning buzz. Sadie, lost in watching the way Colton’s denim-clad thighs gripped his horse, was unprepared. The world tilted. A sharp, white-hot pain exploded in her ankle as she hit the hard-packed earth, the breath knocked from her lungs.

Before the panic could fully crest, he was there. His scent—leather, sun, clean sweat—enveloped her as his arms slid under her knees and back. “Easy now.” He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, her body cradled against the solid wall of his chest. Every protest died in her throat. The pain was a throbbing anchor, but the sensation of being held by him, so utterly and effortlessly, sent a different, warmer current through her core.

With Sadie tucked securely against his heart, Colton didn't miss a beat. He reached out with one hand and gathered the trailing reins of both his bay and her chestnut. It was a staggering display of strength—navigating the uneven, sandy terrain while carrying a grown woman and leading two ton-and-a-half animals—but his stride remained rhythmic and unbreakable.

He carried her the half-mile back to the ranch house without a word, his breathing steady against her temple. As they reached the edge of the porch, he paused. With a sharp, two-tone whistle and a low, authoritative command of "Barn," he released the reins. The horses, well-trained to the sound of his voice, didn't hesitate; they clattered toward the stable to wait for their turn to be unsaddled.

Only then did he turn his full attention to the woman in his arms. Inside, the dim coolness of the living room was a relief. He laid her on the worn leather couch with a gentleness that belied his size, his hands lingering for a fraction of a second on her shoulders before he straightened.

“Boot,” he commanded, his voice soft.

He knelt before her, his big hands working the laces of her riding boot with a surgeon’s care. When he eased it off, his fingers probed the already-swelling joint. His touch was clinical, but it burned. Each press sent jolts that had nothing to do with injury. She watched the concentration on his face, the way his dark lashes fanned against his tanned skin, the stern set of his mouth.

“Not broken. Bad sprain.”

He rose and returned with a first-aid kit, an ice pack, and an Ace bandage. Sitting on the edge of the couch, he took her foot in his lap. The intimacy of it stole the air from the room. The rough denim of his jeans beneath her calf, the warmth of his thigh seeping into her skin. He began to wrap her ankle, his movements methodical, precise.

Her gaze traced the lines of his profile, the strong jaw dusted with stubble, the way his shirt stretched across the broad plane of his back. The quiet in the room grew thick, charged. It was the quiet of two people alone in a vast space, with nothing but the truth between them. The truth she’d been trying to ignore since she watched him gentle a skittish colt yesterday, his voice dropping to a velvet murmur.

Her heart wasn’t racing. It was swelling, pressing against her ribs with a heavy, urgent ache. Without conscious thought, she leaned forward. The space between them evaporated. Her lips found his.

For a devastating second, he was stone. Unyielding. Then, a tremor went through him. A low, rough sound vibrated in his chest, and his mouth moved against hers. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a dam breaking. His hand came up to cup her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheekbone, his lips parting hers with a hunger that mirrored the one suddenly clawing inside her.

He pulled back, his breathing ragged. “Sadie… God. Your father. He’s the brother I never had. I can’t—”

“I don’t want to be his daughter right now,” she whispered, the words tumbling out raw and true. “I don’t want to be a city girl. I want to be here. With you.”

Something in his eyes shattered. The last vestige of restraint. A groan tore from him, and he captured her mouth again, this kiss consuming, desperate. His tongue swept into her mouth, tasting of coffee and wilderness, and she met it with her own, her fingers tangling in the soft hair at the nape of his neck. He shifted, his body coming down over hers on the couch, one knee sinking into the cushion beside her hip, his weight a delicious, anchoring pressure.

His hands were everywhere, mapping her through her thin tank top, his palms rough and hot as they slid up her ribs, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts. She arched into the touch, a soft cry lost in his mouth. He broke the kiss to trail his lips down her throat, his teeth scraping lightly over her pulse point, and the sensation was so sharp, so good, it blurred her vision.

“These,” he muttered against her skin, his fingers hooking into the waistband of her denim shorts. He yanked, the button flying, the zipper grating down. In one fluid motion, he stripped them from her, along with her plain cotton panties, leaving her bare from the waist down. The cool air on her heated skin was a shock, followed by the searing heat of his gaze. He stared at the thatch of dark curls, his eyes dark with a feral intensity that made her stomach clench.

He didn’t speak. He just lowered his head.

The first touch of his mouth there was a revelation. Not a tentative brush, but a slow, deliberate open-mouthed kiss to her inner thigh, inching closer. His breath was hot. Then his tongue, flat and wet, dragged a long, slow path through her folds. Sadie’s back bowed off the couch, a shattered gasp tearing from her throat. Her hands flew to his hair, gripping the thick, dark strands.

He settled in, his arms hooking under her thighs, spreading her wider. And then he feasted.

There was no technique, only relentless, worshipful hunger. He licked into her, deep and slow, then focused on the tight, aching bud of her clit, circling it with a precision that felt criminal. He sucked it gently into his mouth, his tongue flicking over the sensitized nerve, and stars exploded behind her eyelids. The sounds were obscene—wet, slick, hungry—and the coil of pleasure in her belly tightened with every lap, every suck.

“Colton… please…” she begged, not knowing what she was asking for.

Her hips began to move of their own accord, rocking against his mouth, seeking more pressure, more friction, more of him. He growled against her, the vibration shooting straight to her core. One of his hands left her thigh, his fingers sliding through her slickness, testing her entrance. He pushed one thick finger inside her, then another, curling them just so as his mouth continued its devastating work.

The dual sensation was too much. The world narrowed to the point where his mouth and fingers met her body. Pressure built, a terrifying, glorious wave. She was babbling, pleading, her thighs trembling around his head. He added a third finger, stretching her deliciously, his pace relentless. The orgasm hit her not with a gentle crest, but a violent rupture. It ripped through her, a silent scream locking in her throat before breaking free as a raw, broken cry. Her body convulsed around his fingers, her vision whiting out, every muscle seizing in ecstasy.

He gentled his mouth, lapping softly as she shuddered through the aftershocks, his fingers still buried inside her, pumping slowly. When she finally went limp, boneless and spent, he withdrew his hand and kissed her inner thigh, his beard scratching her sensitive skin.

He stood up, his eyes never leaving hers. His own need was a palpable force in the room. He stripped off his shirt, revealing a torso carved from sun-burnished oak, dusted with dark hair that trailed down his taut stomach. He unbuckled his belt, the clink of metal loud in the quiet. He shoved his jeans and briefs down in one push, and his cock sprang free, thick and heavy and fully erect, the head flushed a deep, ruddy color.

Sadie’s mouth went dry. He was magnificent. All hard planes and primal demand.

He came back to her, kneeling on the couch, his hands gripping her hips. “Look at me,” he said, his voice gravel.

She forced her eyes open, meeting his stormy gaze. He lifted her effortlessly, turning her so she straddled his lap as he sat back on the couch. The blunt, hot head of his cock nudged against her soaked entrance. He held her there, suspended, letting her feel the sheer size of him, the promise of the stretch.

“You’re sure.” It wasn’t a question. It was a final plea for sanity.

In answer, she sank down.

The invasion was exquisite, a burning, filling stretch that stole her breath. She took him slowly, inch by impossible inch, her inner muscles fluttering in shocked welcome around the thick intrusion. When she was fully seated, he was buried to the hilt inside her, their bodies joined completely. A low, guttural groan tore from his chest, his forehead dropping to her shoulder.

For a moment, they just breathed, fused together, her body adjusting to the overwhelming fullness. Then he moved his hands to her hips, his grip firm, almost bruising. “Ride me, Sadie.”

She began to move, a tentative rock of her hips. Sensation, raw and electric, jolted through her. He took over, guiding her, setting a deep, rolling rhythm. Up and down, taking him deep, then almost letting him slip free before plunging down again. The angle was perfect, the base of his cock rubbing against her clit with every stroke, reigniting the embers of her first climax.

“Faster,” he gritted out, his own hips pistoning up to meet her downward strokes.

The pace became frantic, brutal. The leather couch squeaked in protest. The sound of skin slapping against skin, of their ragged breaths and her choked sobs of pleasure, filled the room. He fucked her with a single-minded intensity, his eyes locked on where their bodies joined, watching himself disappear into her again and again. One of his hands slid between them, his thumb finding her clit, rubbing tight, frantic circles.

It was too much. The overstimulation, the deep, pounding penetration, the rough pad of his thumb. A second, more powerful orgasm detonated inside her. This one had a voice—a screaming, sobbing crescendo that ripped from her lungs as her body clamped down on his in violent, milking pulses. Her vision tunneled, her nails digging into his shoulders.

Her climax triggered his. With a roar that was more animal than man, he slammed her down onto him one final time, his body bowing, his release pumping into her in hot, pulsing jets. She felt every spasm, the throbbing of his cock deep inside her as he emptied himself.

They collapsed together in a sweaty, tangled heap on the couch, his softening cock still nestled within her. His arms came around her, holding her close, his face buried in her hair. Their hearts hammered a frantic, slowing duet against each other’s chests.

Long minutes passed, filled only with the sound of their breathing returning to normal. The sun had dipped below the horizon, painting the room in deep blues and purples.

His voice, when it came, was rough with emotion, muffled against her skin. “Stay.”

She stirred, lifting her head to look at him. His expression was stripped bare, all the gruff rancher gone, leaving only a vulnerable, yearning man.

“Stay here. With me. On the ranch.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I don’t know what your father will say. It might ruin everything. But I can’t… I can’t watch you leave now.”

She traced the line of his jaw, her own heart so full it ached. The city, her old life, felt like a distant, gray dream. This—his skin under her fingers, his scent, the solid reality of him still inside her—was the only truth.

“Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll stay.”

12 - THE DEAN’S FORBIDDEN DESIRES
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The leather-bound scent of old paper and polished wood filled Bella’s lungs as she set her suitcase down in the guest room. Mitchell’s estate was a cathedral of quiet, a stark contrast to the chaotic, beer-stained halls of her dorm.

When a catastrophic pipe burst flooded Bella's dormitory, turning the hallways into a shallow river, her father hadn't missed a beat. He bypassed the emergency hotel vouchers and insisted she move into the sprawling, quiet residence of Mitchell Thorne—his oldest friend and the formidable Dean of Students.

Bella had initially balked at the suggestion, her stomach twisting with a sudden, sharp apprehension. Mitchell wasn't just a family friend; he was the primary source of authority on campus, a man whose reputation for unwavering discipline and a razor-sharp intellect made even the senior faculty tremble. Despite her hesitation, her father’s word was final. Now, she found herself a guest in the lion’s den, living under the same roof as a man who commanded the respect of thousands and watched her with an intensity that suggested he was grading her every move.

At forty-two, Mitchell carried his authority like a well-tailored suit—effortless and imposing. For years, he’d been a portrait on the wall in her father’s study. In person, he was more. The silver at his temples, the sharp intelligence in his grey eyes, the quiet rumble of his voice that seemed to vibrate in her own chest. He’d been kindly, almost paternal, since her arrival two days ago. Which made the heat that curled in her stomach whenever he looked at her feel like a betrayal of its own.

Tonight, the formality had softened. He’d suggested a glass of Malbec after dinner, a gesture he called “decompressing from the academic grind.” They sat in his study, a room of deep shadows and amber light from a single floor lamp. Shelves climbed to the ceiling, packed with volumes on philosophy and history. Bella curled her legs beneath her on the supple leather couch, the wine a dark, velvety warmth on her tongue.

“And Professor Claymore still insists the midterm will cover chapters one through ten?” Mitchell asked, swirling his glass. He sat in the armchair opposite, but his attention was absolute, making her feel like the only subject in the room.

“He delights in our despair,” Bella said, attempting a light tone that faltered. The weight of the semester, the loneliness of being a small fish in a prestigious pond, pressed down suddenly. She stared into the ruby depths of her glass. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m just… pretending. Pretending I belong here.”

The silence that followed was thick, thoughtful. Then, the soft sound of fabric as he rose. He didn’t return to his chair. Instead, he sat on the couch beside her, the leather sighing under his weight. The distance between them, previously a chasm, was now a mere breath of charged air.

“Look at me, Bella.”

She did. His gaze was intense, stripping away the pretense. “You are not pretending,” he said, each word deliberate. “Your intelligence, your curiosity… it’s palpable. Your father talks of nothing else.”

A flush crept up her neck. His praise was a physical touch. He reached out, and her entire world narrowed to the path of his hand. His fingers, long and sure, brushed the hair from her temple. The touch was electric, a slow trail of sparks across her skin. He tucked the lock behind her ear, his fingertips grazing the sensitive shell. A shockwave of pure, undiluted want crashed through her, so sudden it stole the air from her lungs.

“You’re an incredible young woman,” he murmured, his voice a low, private thing in the quiet room.

The last thread of restraint snapped.

She didn’t know who moved first. The space between them vanished. Her mouth found his with a desperation that shocked her. It was not a gentle kiss. It was a collision—a hungry, open-mouthed claiming. The taste of him, wine and something inherently Mitchell, flooded her senses. His hand cradled the back of her head, fingers tangling in her hair, holding her firm as his other arm banded around her waist, pulling her flush against him.

The world dissolved into sensation. The scratch of his wool-blend trousers against her bare thighs where her dress had ridden up. The solid, unyielding plane of his chest against her breasts. The expert slide of his tongue against hers, coaxing, dominating, devouring. A sound, raw and wanting, tore from her throat.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against hers, their breaths mingling in ragged sync. “This is a betrayal of your father’s trust,” he gritted out, but his hands were still on her, burning through the thin cotton of her dress.

Bella’s mind was a white-noise hum of need. She framed his face with her hands, feeling the slight stubble under her palms. “It feels right. Please. It feels so right.”

That was all he needed. The stern dean vanished, replaced by a man of singular, focused hunger. He kissed her again, deeper, swallowing her whimpers. His hands moved, one sliding down her side to grip her hip, the other pushing the hem of her simple sundress upward. The cool air hit her thighs, followed by the scorching heat of his palm.

He cupped her through the lace of her panties, a firm, knowing pressure that made her back arch off the couch. “So responsive,” he muttered against her lips, a dark thrill in his tone. His finger dipped beneath the lace, finding her slick and swollen. A jolt of pure lightning shot through her. He stroked her, once, twice, a slow drag that coated his finger in her wetness.

His hand moved with the practiced precision of an expert, his finger sliding home with a slow, deliberate pressure that made her breath hitch. He added a second finger, stretching her gently, his thumb circling the tight, aching bud above. Pleasure, sharp and bright, coiled tight in her belly. Her hips began to move of their own volition, rocking against his hand, seeking more friction, more depth.

“Mitchell…” His name was a prayer and a curse.

“Shh. I know.” He withdrew his fingers, glistening in the low light, and brought them to his mouth. He tasted her, his eyes holding hers, and the possessive gleam in them made her clench around nothing. “Divine.”

Then he was moving, sliding down the leather until he was on the floor between her knees. He hooked his hands under her thighs, pushing her dress up to her waist, and pulled her to the very edge of the couch. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her panties, drawing them down her legs. She kicked them off, letting them fall to the floor. Exposed, utterly vulnerable, Bella could only watch, her heart hammering against her ribs.

He didn’t speak. He simply lowered his mouth to her.

The first flat stroke of his tongue was a revelation. It was not tentative. It was deliberate, lavish, a full-bodied claiming. He licked her from bottom to top, savoring her, before zeroing in on her clit. His tongue was relentless—flicking, circling, applying perfect, sinful pressure. One of his hands stayed on her thigh, anchoring her, while the other slid back inside her, fingers curling, finding a rhythm that made her see stars.

Sensations overloaded her system. The soft scratch of his close-cropped hair against her inner thighs. The wet, hot suction of his mouth. The exquisite penetration of his fingers, curling just so. The sounds—the obscenely intimate, wet sounds of his feast on her—filled the quiet study. Pleasure mounted in relentless waves, each higher than the last. She tangled her hands in his hair, not to guide him, but to hold on as the world fractured.

“I’m… I’m going to…” The warning was a shattered gasp.

He redoubled his efforts, his tongue a wicked point of fire, his fingers pumping steadily. The orgasm tore through her with violent grace. Her body bowed, a silent scream on her lips as white-hot release exploded from her core, radiating out until her very fingertips tingled. He gentled his mouth, lapping gently at her through the shuddering aftershocks, drawing out every last pulse.

Before she could fully float back to earth, he was rising, looming over her. His eyes were dark storms. He unbuttoned his trousers, freeing his erection. He was thick, veined, the head flushed a deep, ruddy color. He stroked himself once, his gaze locked on her splayed, spent form on his leather couch.

“You are so beautiful like this,” he whispered, his voice gravelly with need.

He nudged her legs wider, his hands sliding under her to grip her ass, tilting her hips up. The blunt head of his cock pressed against her soaked entrance. He pushed in with one relentless, deep thrust.

The feeling of being filled, stretched, was breathtaking. She was so sensitive from her climax that every millimeter of his invasion was a sweet, burning shock. He seated himself fully, hilting inside her, and paused, his body trembling with the effort of his control. They were joined, a seamless, shocking fit. She could feel every throb of him inside her.

Then he began to move.

It was a rhythm of pure, passionate heat. Deep, withdrawing strokes that made her feel empty, followed by powerful thrusts that stole her breath. The leather couch squeaked softly beneath them, a secret cadence to their coupling. He shifted, angling her hips, and on the next thrust, he hit a spot that made her cry out, a sharp, surprised sound of pure pleasure.

“There?” he growled, repeating the angle.

“Yes! Oh god, yes.”

He established a new rhythm, each thrust grinding against that exquisite, internal spot. One of his hands braced beside her head, the other gripped her hip hard enough to leave marks. She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper, meeting him thrust for thrust. The earlier tenderness was gone, burned away by a primal, driving need. Their skin slapped together, a damp, rhythmic beat.

His mouth found hers again in a messy, possessive kiss. He whispered against her lips, a ragged litany. “So tight… taking me so perfectly… my brilliant, beautiful girl…”

Every word fanned the flames. The tension built again, a tighter, deeper coil than before. It wasn’t just physical now; it was woven with the illicit thrill of him—her father’s friend, the dean, the man who saw her not as a child, but as this. Her nails scored his shoulders through his shirt.

His thrusts became erratic, harder, deeper. A muscle in his jaw ticked furiously. “Bella… I’m going to come.”

“Inside me,” she pleaded, the words torn from some raw, honest place. “Please.”

It was his undoing. With a guttural groan that seemed to come from his soul, he drove into her one last, perfect time and held there. She felt the hot, pulsing rush of his release deep inside her, a triggering flood that sent her careening over the edge a heartbeat later. Her second climax was different—a deep, rolling quake that clenched around him, milking his own pleasure in endless, rhythmic waves. Stars didn’t explode behind her eyelids this time; the universe simply softened, melting into a warm, golden haze.

He collapsed atop her, his weight a solid, comforting anchor. They lay tangled, slick with sweat, the only sounds their struggling breaths and the faint tick of a clock somewhere in the shadows. Slowly, he softened and slipped from her body, a tender, intimate loss.

He shifted, gathering her against his side, pulling a soft cashmere throw from the back of the couch to drape over them. His fingers traced idle, soothing patterns on her bare arm. Her head rested on his chest, listening to the steady, slowing beat of his heart.

After a long silence, his voice rumbled beneath her ear. “However this unfolds… I will be your rock through all of it. Through the exams, the pressure, the loneliness. You have me now.”

Bella closed her eyes, the promise seeping into her bones along with the warmth of his body. The reality of what they’d done, the complications, lurked at the edges of her consciousness. But here, in the afterglow, swaddled in his scent and his arms, she couldn't find it in herself to care. The weight of his presence was a far more powerful truth than any university code of conduct or family expectation.

13 - CABIN FEVER
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The scandal had broken over Maya’s life like a tidal wave of neon lights and shattered glass. One night of too many shots at an exclusive rooftop bar, one "friend" with a phone camera, and forty-eight hours later, Maya’s face was the centerpiece of every tabloid from New York to London. The video showed the heiress stumbling into a display of expensive champagne, laughing as five thousand dollars’ worth of vintage bubbly soaked her designer dress, before she was carried out by security, shouting at the paparazzi.

For the prominent Sterling family, it was the final straw. Her father, a man who curated his reputation with the precision of a diamond cutter, didn't yell. He simply sat her down in his mahogany-row office and handed her a one-way ticket to a private airstrip in Montana. "You are toxic to this brand, Maya," he had said, his voice as cold as the marble floors. “Mitch will meet you at the landing strip. You stay in the cabin, you stay off the grid, and you stay out of sight until the world forgets about your misbehavior.”

The arrival had been a disaster of cold mud and icy glares. Mitch—a man who looked like he had been carved out of the very timber of the mountains—had met her with a silent nod, ignoring her mid-flight tantrum and the suitcase she’d kicked toward his truck. For the first two weeks, Maya treated the remote cabin like a prison and Mitch like her warden. She’d been rude, dismissive, and intentionally messy, trying to bait him into a fight that would give her an excuse to leave.

But Mitch was unshakeable. He didn’t rise to her bait; he simply chopped wood, cooked silent, hearty meals, and fixed her with a steady, knowing gaze that made her feel like a petulant child. Slowly, the silence began to work on her. Without the noise of the city or the validation of her followers, Maya started watching him. She noticed the way his hands worked with effortless strength, the quiet dignity of his solitude, and the way he looked in the early morning light—a man who didn't need a famous name to be powerful.

The resentment didn't disappear; it curdled into a different kind of heat. She began to crave his attention, even a reprimand—anything to break the stoic wall he’d built between them. By the third week, the “babysitter” had become the object of a feverish obsession. She didn't just want to annoy him anymore; she wanted to ruin his composure.

The fire crackled, the only sound in the cabin’s main room besides the soft rustle of a page turning. Mitch sat in the worn leather armchair, a book held in his large, weathered hands. The lamplight cast shadows across the sharp planes of his face, highlighting the grey at his temples, the focused set of his jaw. He was ignoring her. Again.

Maya watched him from the darkened hallway, her heart hammering against her ribs. It wasn’t from nerves. It was a hot, liquid thrill that started in her belly and spread outwards. The sheer black silk of her nightgown felt like a second skin, cool and whispering against her overheated flesh. She’d bought it online weeks ago, a fuck-you to her father’s conservative tastes, and had never worn it. Until tonight.

She took a breath, letting the air fill her lungs, making the silk pull taut across her nipples. They were already hard, little points of anticipation pressing against the delicate fabric. She stepped into the circle of firelight.

Mitch didn’t look up. Not at first.

She walked slowly to the hearth, pretending to warm her hands. The firelight danced through the nightgown, silhouetting her legs, the curve of her hip, the shadowy triangle between her thighs. She saw his page stop turning. His knuckles tightened on the book’s spine.

“Cold?” he asked, his voice a low rumble. He still didn’t look at her.

“A little,” she said, turning to face him. She leaned a hip against the stone mantel, a deliberate pose. “The fire helps.”

His gaze finally lifted, traveled from the floor up her legs, over the sheer veil of silk, and met her eyes. A muscle jumped in his jaw. His eyes, usually a calm, placid blue, were dark, stormy. He sees. He knows. The knowledge was a shot of pure adrenaline.

“You should put something else on, Maya.” His voice was tight, controlled. The control made her want to shatter it.

“Why? It’s comfortable.” She took a step toward him, then another, closing the distance between the hearth and his chair. She stopped just out of arm’s reach. “Aren’t you comfortable, Mitch?”

He closed the book with a soft thud, setting it on the side table. “This isn’t a good idea.”

“What isn’t?” She took the final step, now standing between his spread knees. The scent of him—woodsmoke, clean cotton, and something uniquely male—wrapped around her. She could see the rapid pulse in his throat. He wants this. He wants me.

“You know what.” His hands gripped the arms of the chair, as if anchoring himself. “You’re your father’s daughter. I’m his friend. This is wrong.”

“It’s only wrong if we get caught,” she murmured, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. The revenge fantasy was a bright, hot coal in her mind. Picture his face. Picture him finding out. But the fantasy was already blurring, pushed aside by the raw, physical reality of Mitch so close, his heat radiating into her. “And who’s going to tell him? You?”

She let her hand drift forward, her fingertips brushing the coarse fabric of his flannel shirt, just over his sternum. She felt the hard wall of muscle beneath, felt the sudden, sharp intake of his breath.

“Maya,” he said, a warning, but it was weak, crumbling.

“Say my name again,” she whispered, leaning down. Her hair fell like a curtain around their faces. Her lips were inches from his. She could feel the warmth of his breath. “Say it like you mean it.”

His control snapped.

A low groan escaped him, and one hand came up, not to push her away, but to cup the back of her head, his fingers tangling in her hair. He pulled her down, and her mouth met his in a collision that was nothing like she’d imagined. It wasn’t gentle. It was hungry, desperate, a claiming. His lips were firm, demanding, his tongue sweeping into her mouth with a possessive heat that made her knees weak. She moaned into the kiss, her hands flying to his shoulders, clinging to him as the world tilted.

This wasn’t part of the plan. The plan was to tease, to seduce, to be in charge. But the force of his response, the sheer intensity of the kiss, unraveled her. She was melting, a willing puddle of heat in his arms. She sank onto his lap, straddling his thighs, the thin silk of her nightgown riding up. She could feel the hard ridge of his erection pressing against her core, even through his jeans. The contact made her gasp, breaking the kiss.

She looked down at him, her lips swollen, breathing ragged. His eyes were wild, his pupils blown wide with desire. The last vestige of his resistance was gone, burned away.

“See?” she breathed, grinding herself against him in a slow, deliberate circle. A shock of pure pleasure rocketed through her. “Not so wrong, is it?”

His answer was another searing kiss, his hands moving from her hair to roam down her back, pressing her closer. One large hand slid lower, cupping her ass through the silk, squeezing, pulling her harder against his cock. The friction was exquisite, maddening. She needed more.

With trembling fingers, she found the button of his jeans, fumbling in her haste. He helped her, his own hands pushing hers aside to pop the button, drag the zipper down. The sound was obscenely loud in the quiet room. She reached inside the open fly, past the soft cotton of his boxers, and her hand closed around him.

He was hot. So hot, and hard as steel, velvety skin stretched taut over a thick, pulsing length. A thrill, sharp and electric, shot up her arm. She stroked him, once, twice, her thumb swiping over the slick bead of moisture at the tip. He threw his head back against the chair, a guttural sound tearing from his throat.

“Jesus, Maya.”

His agony was her triumph. She leaned forward, kissing his throat, his jaw, as her hand continued to move, establishing a rhythm. Up, twist, down. His hips began to move in tiny, helpless thrusts, meeting her strokes. The scent of him, musky and primal, filled her senses. Revenge was a distant concept. This was need.

She wanted to taste him. The desire was sudden, overwhelming. She slid down, her knees hitting the thick rug before the fire. The heat from the flames washed over her back as she looked up at him, his face a mask of tortured pleasure. Without a word, she hooked her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and boxers and tugged them down, freeing him completely.

He was magnificent. Thick, proud, the head flushed a deep red. She leaned in, her breath ghosting over him, and heard his sharp inhale. Then she licked him, a long, slow swipe from root to tip, tasting salt and skin and pure Mitch. He cursed, his hands fisting in her hair again, not guiding, just holding on.

She took him into her mouth, slowly, letting her tongue swirl around the head before sinking down, taking more of him. She hollowed her cheeks, setting a rhythm that was both teasing and demanding. His groans were a continuous soundtrack, words breaking apart into incoherent sounds. His thrusts into her mouth were shallow, careful, but she could feel the tension coiling in him, the fight for control. She took him deeper, until her nose brushed the coarse hair at his base, and he shuddered violently.

“Stop… God, Maya, I’m going to…”

She pulled off with a wet pop, looking up at him through her lashes. “Not yet,” she said, her voice husky with her own desire. She stood up, and in one fluid motion, she grasped the hem of the nightgown and pulled it over her head, letting it fall to the rug. The firelight painted her skin gold. She stood before him, naked, unashamed, watching his eyes devour her—her breasts, her narrow waist, the thatch of dark curls between her thighs, already glistening.

“You’re so beautiful,” he breathed, the words raw, almost pained.

She climbed back onto his lap, this time positioning herself directly over him. She reached between them, guiding him to her entrance. The broad head of his cock pressed against her slick folds. She was so wet, so ready. She looked into his eyes, holding his gaze, and sank down.

It was a slow, inexorable slide, a stretching, filling sensation that stole her breath. Oh god. He was big, so much bigger than she’d imagined, stretching her deliciously, perfectly. She took him inch by torturous inch, until she was fully seated, him buried to the hilt inside her. A low, choked moan escaped her. She felt impossibly full, connected, claimed in a way the revenge plot had never intended.

She began to move. Slowly at first, just rocking her hips, feeling him drag against every sensitive nerve inside her. His hands gripped her waist, his thumbs digging into her hip bones. His eyes were glued to where their bodies joined, watching himself disappear into her again and again.

“Faster,” he growled, his voice ragged.

She obeyed, rising up until only the tip of him remained inside, then plunging back down, taking him deep. The pace built, a frantic, driving rhythm. The leather of the chair squeaked beneath them. Her breasts bounced with each downward thrust, and he leaned forward, capturing a nipple in his hot mouth, sucking, laving it with his tongue. The dual sensation—the deep, pounding fullness and the sharp, electric pull on her nipple—drove her to the edge instantly.

She was riding him hard now, her muscles clenching around him, chasing the coiling tightness in her core. The room filled with the sounds of their joining: skin slapping against skin, their ragged breaths, her high, desperate whimpers, his deep, guttural groans.

“Mitch… I’m… I’m going to…”

“Come for me, baby,” he grunted, his hands sliding to her ass, spreading her, helping her take him even deeper. “Let me feel you come.”

It broke her. The orgasm ripped through her without warning, a blinding, white-hot wave of pleasure that clenched every muscle in her body. She cried out, a sharp, broken sound, as her inner walls fluttered and spasmed around his cock, milking him. The intensity of it was terrifying, beautiful, wiping every other thought from her mind.

Feeling her convulse around him was his undoing. With a roar that was half her name, half a raw shout of release, he thrust up into her one last, brutal time and held her there as he came. She felt the hot, liquid pulse of him deep inside her, each jet a shockwave that prolonged her own crashing waves. She collapsed against his chest, boneless, her face buried in the curve of his neck, breathing in the scent of sweat and sex and him.

For long minutes, there was only the sound of the fire and their slowing breaths. The world outside the cabin, her father, the viral video, the humiliation—it all felt like a distant, meaningless dream. Here, in his arms, still joined with him, she felt a peace she hadn’t known in years. The revenge was forgotten, burned away in the fire he’d stoked inside her. All that was left was a startling, terrifying, wonderful desire. A desire for him.

His arms came around her, holding her close, one hand stroking her damp hair. He didn’t speak. He just held her as the sweat cooled on their skin and the fire burned lower.

The silence that followed was heavy, no longer with tension, but with a profound, terrifying shift in the atmosphere. The fire had dwindled to a heap of glowing embers, casting a soft, orange light that made the room feel smaller, more intimate. Maya stayed tucked against his chest, her ear pressed to his heart as its rhythm finally began to level out. She felt marked—not just by the physical act, but by the way Mitch had looked at her. He hadn’t looked at her like a Sterling, or a scandal, or a job.

Mitch’s hand paused in her hair, his fingers lingering at the base of her skull. He let out a long, ragged exhale that ruffled her hair. “This changes everything, Maya,” he said, his voice stripped of its warden-like authority, replaced by a raw, quiet gravity. “You know that. There’s no going back to the way it was ten minutes ago.”

Maya pulled back just enough to look at him. The rugged man who had seemed like an immovable mountain for three weeks now looked vulnerable, his brow furrowed with the weight of what they’d just done. The “revenge” she had craved felt like ash in her mouth. She didn't want to hurt her father anymore; she wanted to stay in this cabin, in this bubble, where she was finally seen.

14 - A DRINK WITH DAD’S BEST FRIEND

MF / Taboo / Dad’s Best Friend / Age Gap / Kissing / Handjob / Blowjob / Cunnilingus / PIV Sex

Melody grew up in the shadow of the firm’s success, a world built by her father, Joe, and his best friend, Mark. To a young Melody, Mark was the “fun uncle” who brought the best birthday gifts and taught her how to cast a fishing line.

But when she walked into the office for her senior year summer internship, the childhood pedestal crumbled. The man she remembered as a fixture of her father’s life had been replaced by a titan in a charcoal suit, a man whose presence commanded every room and whose sharp, analytical mind made her pulse skip for reasons that had nothing to do with law.

For eight weeks, the tension was a quiet hum beneath the fluorescent lights of the firm. It was in the way Mark lingered at her desk to review a brief, his hand resting just inches from hers. It was in the way his whiskey-colored eyes softened when they caught her looking, a silent acknowledgement of the woman she had become. The professional boundaries they maintained for Joe’s sake were becoming a thin, transparent veil, and by the time they reached the final Friday of July, the veil was ready to tear.

When Joe got pulled into an emergency deposition, Mark suggested they head to the bar across the street to wait. What was supposed to be a quick drink between colleagues felt like a getaway.

The air in the bar was cool, a sharp contrast to the feverish heat simmering under Melody’s skin. Across the small, polished table, Mark’s knee brushed hers. It wasn’t an accident. The contact was a live wire, a jolt that traveled straight up her thigh and settled, a low, insistent thrum, in the very center of her.

“Another one?” he asked, his voice a low, pleasant rumble that seemed to vibrate in her own chest.

He’d been her uncle in every way that mattered for most of her twenty-one years. But tonight, in the dim, amber-lit booth, he was just Mark. A man with laugh lines that crinkled attractively around eyes the color of aged whiskey, a man whose tailored shirt strained just slightly against the solid breadth of his shoulders.

“I shouldn’t,” Melody said, her fingers tracing the condensation on her empty glass. The words were automatic, a ghost of the good-girl persona she wore for her dad. The thought of her father was a cold splash of reality. What would he think?

Mark leaned forward, the scent of his cologne—something clean and woody—washing over her. “Your dad’s working late. We’re just two colleagues unwinding.” His gaze held hers, a challenge and an invitation. “Live a little, Mel.”

The way he said her name, shortening it, claiming it, made something twist deliciously in her stomach. She nodded, a slow, deliberate dip of her chin. “One more.”

The second drink tasted of citrus and possibility. The conversation shifted from safe office topics to personal histories, shared memories viewed through a new, adult lens. He told a story about a disastrous fishing trip with her father, his hand gesturing, his fingers long and capable. She found herself staring at them, imagining their weight, their texture.

“You’ve grown up, Melody,” he said, his tone shifting, dropping into something more intimate. The background chatter of the bar faded to a distant hum. “I’ve noticed.”

Her pulse, already quick, became a frantic drum against her ribs. “Noticed what?”

“The way you command a room in a meeting. The sharpness of your mind.” His eyes dipped to her mouth, then back up. “Other things, too.”

The space between them evaporated. He didn’t ask. He simply closed the distance, his lips finding hers with a certainty that stole her breath. It wasn’t a gentle, exploratory kiss. It was a raw, possessive demand that brooked no argument. His mouth was warm, insistent, tasting of gin and mint. A soft sound escaped her, a surrender she felt in her bones. Her hands came up, one tangling in the soft hair at the nape of his neck, the other flattening against the solid wall of his chest. The kiss deepened, turning wet and hungry, a silent conversation of tongues and teeth that spoke of a hunger years in the making.

When they broke apart, they were both breathing hard. His eyes were dark, pupils swallowing the amber light. “My place is five minutes from here.”

The ghost of her father’s face flickered again. This is wrong. He’s your dad’s best friend. But the heat between her legs, a molten, aching need, shouted the thought down. This wasn’t about being a daughter. This was about being a woman who knew what she wanted.

“Yes,” she breathed. The single word felt like a key turning in a lock.

The ride in his sleek, silent car was a blur of streetlights and tension. She didn’t speak. Neither did he. His hand rested on her knee, his thumb making slow, maddening circles on the inside of her thigh, just above the hem of her skirt. Every nerve ending in her body was focused on that small point of contact.

His apartment was everything she expected—spacious, minimalist, all clean lines and expensive art. The door clicked shut behind them, and the quiet was profound. He turned to her, his back against the door, and pulled her into him. This kiss was different. It was slower, deeper, a thorough exploration that left her dizzy. His hands slid down her back, cupping her rear, pulling her hips flush against his. She could feel him, hard and thick, through the layers of their clothes. A fresh wave of desire, sharp and urgent, washed through her.

Her own hands were busy. She fumbled with his belt, the leather smooth under her trembling fingers. The buckle gave way. The button of his trousers. The zipper came down with a sound like a sigh. She pushed the fabric aside, her fingers wrapping around him through the soft cotton of his boxer briefs. He was hot. So hot. And big. A full, heavy weight in her palm.

He groaned into her mouth, the vibration traveling straight to her core. “Fuck, Melody.”

Encouraged, she pushed the waistband down, freeing him. Her skin met his, and the sensation was electric. Silken skin over unyielding steel. She began to move her hand, a slow, firm stroke from root to tip, her thumb smearing the bead of moisture that had gathered at the head.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice rough.

She did. Holding his intense gaze, she sank to her knees on the plush carpet. The change in perspective was dizzying. He loomed above her, all power and restrained force. She leaned forward, her breath ghosting over the sensitive skin of his length. She didn’t tease. She took him into her mouth, as much as she could, her lips stretching around his girth.

A guttural sound tore from his throat. His hands came to cradle her head, not forcing, but holding, his fingers threading through her hair. She worked him, using her tongue, her lips, the suction of her cheeks. She listened to the rhythm of his breathing, the tight curses he muttered, and let it guide her. Salty, musky, uniquely him—the taste filled her senses. The act itself was a power trip, feeling him swell and throb against her tongue, knowing she was the source of his ragged control.

“Enough,” he finally gritted out, pulling her gently but firmly to her feet. “Bedroom. Now.”

He led her down a hallway, his grip on her hand almost painful. The bedroom was dominated by a large, low platform bed. He turned her to face him, his fingers making quick work of the buttons on her blouse. The fabric fell away. He unhooked her bra with a practiced flick, and her breasts spilled into his waiting hands. He weighed them, his thumbs brushing over her nipples, making them peak into hard, sensitive points. A whimper escaped her.

“So beautiful,” he murmured, before bending his head and taking one taut peak into his mouth.

The sensation was exquisite—the warm, wet pull of his mouth, the scrape of his teeth, the flick of his tongue. Her knees threatened to buckle. He guided her backward until her legs hit the bed, then gave her a gentle push. She fell onto the cool duvet, the scent of clean linen and him enveloping her.

He stood at the foot of the bed, stripping off his own clothes with a focused urgency. She watched, her mouth dry, as he was revealed. He was all lean muscle and taut skin, a dusting of dark hair across his chest trailing down his stomach. And there, jutting proudly from the thatch of dark curls, was his erection, flushed and demanding.

He came down over her, not on her, but beside her, his hands sliding her skirt and panties down her legs in one smooth motion. She was naked, exposed, her skin pebbling in the air-conditioned room. He didn’t speak. He just looked, his gaze a physical caress that left her feeling more vulnerable and aroused than ever before.

Then he moved, settling between her thighs. He hooked her legs over his shoulders, opening her completely to him. The first touch of his tongue was a lightning strike.

She cried out, her back arching off the bed. It wasn’t gentle or tentative. It was purposeful, relentless. He licked a broad, flat stripe from her entrance to her clit, then zeroed in on that swollen, desperate nub. He sucked it into his mouth, his tongue circling, flicking, applying just the right amount of pressure. One of his hands came up to knead her breast, pinching her nipple, while the other slid down, two fingers slipping inside her with ease.

She was so wet, so ready. The dual sensation was overwhelming. The rough friction of his tongue, the deep, curling thrust of his fingers. He built the rhythm, reading her body’s responses, the tightening of her muscles, the sharp, gasping breaths. The coil inside her wound tighter and tighter, a spring of pure pleasure threatening to snap.

“Mark… I’m… I’m going to…” Her words dissolved into a choked moan.

He hummed against her, the vibration sending her spiraling. The orgasm crashed over her in a violent, shuddering wave. It tore through her, wringing a raw, broken cry from her throat. Her hips bucked against his mouth, her thighs clamping around his head as pleasure, white-hot and searing, radiated out from her core, leaving her trembling and boneless.

Before the last tremor had even subsided, he was moving. He shifted his weight, his body covering hers, the heat of his skin a brand. He positioned himself at her entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against her slick, sensitive flesh.

“Look at me,” he said again, his voice thick.

Her eyelids fluttered open. She saw his face, strained with need, his jaw tight. He pushed forward, a slow, inexorable invasion that stretched her deliciously, filled her utterly. She gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders. He was so deep, touching places inside her that had never been touched. He held still for a moment, letting her adjust, his forehead pressed to hers.

Then he began to move.

It was a hard, driving rhythm from the start. No gentle lovemaking, no slow build. This was a fuck, pure and simple. Each thrust was a deep, punishing stroke that jolted her up the bed, that made the headboard tap a steady rhythm against the wall. The sound of skin slapping against skin, their mingled grunts and moans, filled the room. He gripped her hip, his fingers biting into her flesh, anchoring her for his onslaught.

Every nerve in her body was alight. The over-sensitivity from her first climax was quickly subsumed by a new, deeper hunger. With each powerful thrust, the coil began to wind again, tighter, hotter. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting him thrust for thrust. The world narrowed to this: the sweat-slick slide of their bodies, the musky scent of sex, the raw, animal sounds of their joining.

“You feel… incredible,” he grunted, his pace becoming erratic, frantic. “So fucking tight around me.”

She could feel him swelling, hardening even more inside her. The pressure was immense, glorious. Her second climax gathered like a storm, breaking with a sudden, shocking intensity. It ripped through her, a silent scream locked in her throat, her body convulsing around his, milking him.

The sensation tipped him over the edge. With a final, deep thrust that buried him to the hilt, he stilled. A low, ragged groan tore from his chest as he pulsed inside her, hot and endless. She felt each jet, an intimate flood that seemed to go on and on, marking her, claiming her in the most primitive way.

He collapsed onto her, his weight a welcome anchor. They lay there, tangled and slick, their hearts hammering a frantic, slowing duet against each other’s chests. The silence was broken only by their ragged attempts to breathe.

After a long while, he rolled to the side, taking her with him, tucking her against his body. His fingers traced idle patterns on her damp shoulder.

“Joe can’t know,” Mark said, his voice quiet but firm in the darkness.

Melody nestled closer, the warmth of him, the scent of their sex, creating a cocoon of forbidden comfort. A secret thrill, sharp and sweet, cut through her post-coital haze. “He won’t,” she whispered, the promise feeling like both a lie and a vow.

She was already thinking about the next time.

Mark shifted, his breath ghosting over her ear as he pressed a lingering, weighted kiss to her temple. "Tomorrow at the office," he murmured, his voice regaining that low, professional authoritative edge that had always made her knees weak, "we go back to being partners. You're the intern. I'm the mentor. We don't linger in the hallways. We don't look at each other for more than a second." He pulled back just enough to catch her eyes in the dark, his gaze intense and hungry. "But when the sun goes down, Melody, you’re mine."

15 - FORBIDDEN LUST IN THE GYM
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The afternoon sun, filtered through the high windows of Jake’s converted garage gym, painted stripes of warm gold across the worn rubber flooring. Allie stood in the center of it all, the sterile scent of cleaning spray and old rubber in her nose, her own nervous sweat already beading at the small of her back. This was her third session, and the novelty of discipline had worn thin, replaced by a sharp, prickling awareness of the man who owned the space.

Jake moved around her, a study in controlled motion. At forty-five, he carried the dense, functional strength of his former football days not like a memory, but a current reality. His grey t-shirt stretched across shoulders that hadn’t softened, and his movements as he adjusted the barbell on the squat rack were economical, devoid of wasted energy. Everything about him was a lesson in efficiency, she thought, except the way he looked at her sometimes. It wasn’t leering. It was assessing, calibrating. As if she were a piece of equipment he was tuning.

“Deep breath,” his voice, a low rumble that seemed to vibrate in the hollow of her chest, broke her reverie. “Brace your core. You’re dipping forward.”

His hands came to her hips as she positioned herself under the bar. The contact was clinical, meant to align her posture. But the heat of his palms, the slight roughness of his skin against the thin fabric of her leggings, sent a jolt through her system that had nothing to do with muscle activation. He applied firm pressure, squaring her hips. His thumbs were just above the crest of her pelvis. She could feel the imprint of each finger.

“Now,” he commanded, his voice close to her ear. “Down. Controlled.”

She descended into the squat, the weight manageable but demanding. Her focus fractured. It wasn’t on the burn in her quads, but on the memory of his touch, on the way he hadn’t immediately removed his hands. He kept them there, a steadying presence, as she drove back up.

“Good. Again.”

The set continued, each repetition a study in dual sensation: the strain of muscle and sinew, and the electric thrill that traced the path his hands took. When he corrected her spine, his palm flat between her shoulder blades, it felt like a brand. When he knelt to check her knee alignment, his fingers a firm brace against her outer thigh, the air in her lungs grew thick.

The session shifted to resistance bands. He stood behind her, guiding her through a woodchopper exercise. Her body twisted, the band pulling taut. His arms came around her, his hands closing over hers on the handle. His chest was a solid wall against her back. She could feel the rise and fall of his breathing, a slow counter-rhythm to her own ragged pants. The clean, soapy smell of him, underscored by a faint, earthy musk of exertion, filled her senses.

“Feel the engagement here,” he said, his voice a vibration against her spine. One of his hands left hers and slid to her lower abdomen, pressing in. “Right here. This is your powerhouse.”

His touch was fire. It wasn’t just instructional anymore. It felt possessive. Intentional. A low, quiet ache bloomed deep within her, a throbbing pulse that synced with her heartbeat. The slick warmth between her legs was undeniable now, a secret she was sure her black leggings would betray. She could think of nothing but the pressure of his hand, the solidity of his body caging hers, the dizzying thought of what it would feel like if that hand drifted lower.

When he finally stepped away, telling her to hydrate, the cool air where his body had been felt like a betrayal. She gulped water, her eyes following him as he wiped down equipment. His movements were still efficient, but she saw a new tension in the line of his jaw, a flicker in his gaze when it caught hers that wasn’t just coach’s scrutiny. It was a mirror of the conflict churning inside her.

The official hour ended. The structured part of the afternoon was over. Allie stood by the weight rack, her towel clenched in her fists. The hum of the overhead lights was the only sound. Jake was coiling a cable, his back to her.

“Jake.”

He turned. His expression was neutral, professional. The wall was back up. It made her brave. Or reckless.

“That’s it for today,” he said, his tone dismissing her.

“No,” she said, the word coming out stronger than she intended. She took a step forward. The space between them, just a few feet of scuffed rubber, felt charged. “That’s not it.”

He watched her, silent. His stillness was more unnerving than any movement.

The confession tumbled out, raw and unfiltered. “I can’t stop thinking about you. About this. Every time you touch me to ‘correct my form’…” She trailed off, her breath shallow. “It drives me crazy. For hours, all I can think about are your hands on me.”

His neutral mask cracked. A muscle ticked in his jaw. “Allie.” Her name was a warning, gravelly and strained. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what? Say it? It’s true. You feel it too. I see it.”

“What I feel is irrelevant,” he said, but he didn’t move away. He stood his ground, a statue coming to life. “Your dad would skin me alive. He’d take a blunt instrument to my head, and he’d be right to.”

“I don’t care,” she whispered, taking another step. The air between them seemed to thicken, to hum. “I’m twenty-four. He doesn’t get a vote on my body. Or who I want.”

“It’s a line, Allie. A fucking canyon.”

“Then let me jump.” She closed the final distance. She could see the storm in his eyes now, the war between decades of friendship and the raw hunger staring him in the face. Before he could build another argument, before her courage failed, she rose onto her toes, grabbed the front of his shirt, and pressed her mouth to his.

For a heartbeat, he was stone. Unyielding. A mistake of catastrophic proportions. Then, with a sound that was half groan, half surrender, his resistance shattered. His arms locked around her, one hand tangling in the damp hair at the nape of her neck, the other splaying across the small of her back, crushing her against him. His mouth opened over hers, not gentle, not exploratory, but claiming. It was a kiss that tasted of mint and latent power, a kiss that erased every doubt, every boundary. His tongue swept into her mouth, and she met it with her own, a hot, slick clash that made her knees buckle.

She fumbled between them, her fingers desperate against the buckle of his belt. He didn’t stop her. His mouth tore from hers to blaze a trail down her jaw, to her throat, where he sucked at the frantic pulse there. The leather gave way. The button of his shorts popped open. The rasp of his zipper was obscenely loud. She pushed the fabric down over his hips, just enough. And there he was, thick and heavy and fully erect, springing free into her trembling hand.

The sight stole her breath. She dropped to her knees on the cool rubber floor, the world narrowing to the hard, veined reality in front of her. She didn’t hesitate. She took the broad head into her mouth, her tongue flattening against the silken, salty skin. A harsh, guttural sound ripped from his throat. His hands came to her head, not forcing, but cradling, his fingers spearing into her hair.

“Fuck, Allie…” His voice was wrecked.

She took him deeper, learning the shape of him, the weight on her tongue. She hollowed her cheeks, her mouth a tight, wet sheath as she began to move. Up and down, her hand working the base in a twisting motion, her other hand gripping his taut thigh for balance. The taste of him, clean skin and a faint, primal musk, filled her. His hips gave a minute thrust, a reflexive push into the warmth of her mouth, and the sensation of him hitting the back of her throat made her moan around him, the vibration drawing another shattered curse from above.

“Enough,” he growled, his voice thick. “Not like this.” His hands pulled her up, not roughly, but with a certainty that brooked no argument. She stood on shaky legs, her mouth wet, her eyes glazed. His gaze burned into her. “The mat. Now.”

He guided her backward to a thick, navy yoga mat laid out near the mirror. His hands went to her waist, gripping the hem of her workout top and pulling it over her head in one swift motion. Her sports bra followed. The cool air pebbled her nipples, and his darkened eyes consumed the sight. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of her leggings and the thin underwear beneath, dragging them down her legs. She stepped out, naked and exposed under the fluorescent lights and his scorching gaze.

He laid her down on the mat. The rubber was firm beneath her back. He crouched down between her spread legs, his eyes on the glistening proof of her desire. He didn’t speak. He just lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue was a lightning strike. A slow, flat lick from her opening all the way up to the throbbing nub of her clit. Her back arched off the mat, a sharp cry torn from her lips. He did it again, and again, each pass firmer, more focused. Then his mouth closed over her, his tongue delving inside, fucking her with soft, relentless strokes before zeroing in on her clit. He sucked it gently, then harder, his tongue flicking over the sensitized peak with a rhythm that shattered thought. One of his hands slid under her ass, tilting her, opening her further to his feast. The other hand came up to her breast, his thumb rubbing circles over her taut nipple.

Sensation piled upon sensation, a crescendo building in her blood. The rough mat under her shoulders, the humid air, the wet, sucking sounds of his mouth on her, the coarse texture of his short hair under her clutching fingers. He was relentless, reading her body’s twitches and tremors, giving her exactly what she didn’t know she needed. The coil in her belly wound tighter, tighter, a screaming point of tension.

“Jake… I’m going to…” The words were a ragged whisper.

He growled against her, the vibration the final catalyst. The orgasm detonated, a white-hot wave that crashed through her from her core outward. Her thighs clamped around his head, her heels digging into his back as she cried out, the sound echoing off the gym equipment. He rode it out with her, his tongue gentling, lapping at her as she shuddered through the aftershocks.

Before she could fully float back down, he was moving. He stripped his shirt off, kicked his shorts and briefs the rest of the way off. His body was a landscape of hard muscle and old scars, beautiful in its functional power. He loomed over her, his weight braced on his arms, his erection pressing against her inner thigh. He reached down, guiding himself to her entrance. The blunt pressure made her gasp. He pushed in, a slow, inexorable invasion that stretched her exquisitely, filled her completely. Her internal muscles clutched at him, sensitive and quivering from her climax.

He buried himself to the hilt, his forehead dropping to hers. Their breath mingled, ragged and hot. “You okay?” he gritted out, the strain of holding back evident in every corded muscle.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded, wrapping her legs high around his waist. “Please.”

He began to move. Withdrawing almost completely, then driving back in with a force that jolted her up the mat. His pace was punishing, a steady, deep rhythm that punched the air from her lungs with every thrust. The angle was perfect, each impact grinding against that spot deep inside that made her see stars. Her nails scraped down his sweat-slicked back. The slap of skin on skin, their combined gasps and grunts, filled the private gym.

She was climbing again, a second peak rising from the ashes of the first, fueled by the sheer physicality of him, by the forbidden thrill. He shifted, hooking one of her legs over his shoulder, deepening the penetration to an almost unbearable degree. His thrusts became shorter, harder, more frantic.

“Allie… I’m close,” he warned, his voice a raw scrape.

“Inside me,” she moaned, her own release coiling tight. “Do it.”

His control snapped. With a final, brutal thrust that pinned her to the mat, he went rigid. A harsh, broken shout escaped him as he came, pulsing deep within her. The feel of it, the hot, intimate rush, triggered her own second climax, a sharp, convulsive clenching around him that milked his release, drawing it out until he collapsed, shuddering, half on top of her.

For long minutes, there was only the sound of their labored breathing. The smell of sex and sweat hung heavy in the air. Slowly, reality seeped back in. He rolled off her, lying on his back beside her on the mat, staring at the ceiling.

Silence stretched, taut and uncomfortable.

He sat up first, running a hand over his face. Without looking at her, he handed her clothes back. They dressed wordlessly, the earlier intimacy replaced by a stark, practical chill. He pulled his shorts on, his movements stiff.

As she tied her shoes, he finally spoke, his voice low and gravelly. “Your dad can never know, Allie. Not a hint. You have to promise me that.”

She stood, meeting his gaze. The intensity was still there, but it was veiled now, guarded. “I promise.”

He gave a short, sharp nod. “Go home. We’ll… figure out the next session.”

She drove away, the ghost of his hands and his mouth and his body still imprinted on her skin. The soreness between her legs was a delicious, secret reminder. Her dad’s best friend. Her coach. Her lover. The complexity should have terrified her. Instead, as she turned onto the main road, a slow, secret smile curved her lips. She replayed every second, every thrust, every taste. The only thing that mattered was the desperate, hungry hope that the next workout session would be even more intense.
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