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Chapter 1: The arrangement

⚜

The wrap dress was the color of crushed berries - a deep wine that made my auburn hair look like it was on fire. I held it against my body in the bedroom mirror, turning to check the way the fabric skimmed my waist and draped over my hips, then hung it on the closet door and reached for the drawer where I used to keep my underwear.

I say used to because the drawer was empty. Had been for weeks. At some point I'd stopped replacing the pairs that wore out, stopped buying new ones on my trips to Bozeman, stopped thinking about it altogether. The progression had been so gradual I couldn't pinpoint when it happened - just that one morning I'd opened the drawer out of habit, found three lonely thongs I hadn't touched in a month, and thrown them away without a second thought.

Three months ago, I'd stood in this same spot deliberating over lace versus cotton like it was a moral question. The woman who'd done that - the woman who'd arrived in Pine Creek freshly divorced, sexually invisible, flinching at the memory of her husband's hands on someone else - felt like a stranger I'd once read about in a book.

I stepped into the dress and tied it at the side. No bra. The fabric whispered against my nipples as I moved, a low-grade friction I'd learned to enjoy rather than endure. My gold anklet caught the morning light when I slid into my flats - the tiny charm chiming once, soft as a breath. I touched it automatically, the way some women touch a wedding ring. The sound traveled straight between my thighs.

I was already wet by the time I locked the cottage door.

The drive to Pine Creek Family Practice took eleven minutes from my cottage on the outskirts of town. Eleven minutes of Montana morning - ponderosa pines casting long shadows across the road, the Crazy Mountains still holding snow at their peaks, the sky that particular shade of endless blue that made Chicago feel like a city built inside a shoebox. I'd driven this road every workday for months now, and the beauty still caught me off guard. So did the other thing - the way my body started humming the moment the practice's white clapboard Victorian came into view.

Dr. Blackwood's black SUV was already in the lot. My pulse kicked at the sight of it, a Pavlovian response so reliable I'd stopped being embarrassed by it. My inner thighs were slick against each other as I walked across the gravel. By the time I reached the wraparound porch, the ache between my legs had settled into something steady and insistent, like a second heartbeat.

I paused at the front door, keys in hand, and caught my reflection in the glass panel. Flushed cheeks. Bright eyes. Lips slightly parted. I looked like a woman who was about to get fucked, which - on any other day - I would be. Dr. Blackwood liked to start early. Most mornings I'd barely hung up my jacket before his voice came over the intercom, that low authoritative rumble: Grace, my office. And I'd go, my body already softening, already opening, knowing that within sixty seconds I'd be bent over his desk with my dress around my waist and his cock stretching me open while he reviewed the morning's patient charts with his free hand.

The memory sent a clench through my core so sharp I pressed my palm flat against the door frame.

Get inside, I told myself. You're standing on the porch getting wet over an intercom that hasn't even buzzed yet.

I pushed through the door into the familiar scent of lavender and antiseptic.

The waiting room was quiet - we didn't open to patients until 8:30. Zara's desk sat rearranged, her bubbly chaos replaced by a neat stack of intake forms and a handwritten note: On vacay!! Back Friday. Be good (but not too good 😘). - Z

Her replacement had arrived at eight on the dot and was now seated in the chair beside the desk: a young woman with a sleek dark ponytail, a pressed blouse buttoned to the collar, and the alert, slightly terrified expression of someone on their first day at a new job.

"You must be the temp," I said, offering my hand. "I'm Grace. One of the nurses."

"Megan." Her handshake was firm but her eyes kept darting around the waiting room as if she expected something to leap out from behind the potted fern. "The agency said this was a standard family practice?"

"It is." I smiled. "We're just a close-knit team. Let me show you around."

The tour served double duty - orienting Megan and reminding me, with every door I opened, of what had happened behind it. Dr. Blackwood's office, the door marked Dr. Declan Blackwood, Medical Director in brass lettering, where I'd been taken on the desk, the couch, against the bookshelves, once on the floor when he'd been too impatient to make it to any surface. Dr. Zhang's exam room, where his methodical hands had mapped every nerve ending in my body with the precision of a cartographer, where he'd once made me describe the exact location of my orgasm on a scale of one to ten while his fingers were still inside me. The supply closet - surprisingly spacious - where Dr. Reyes had pinned me against the shelves for the first time and shown me what a woman's mouth could do. The conference room with its large oak table, where I'd ridden Councilman Barrett while Lyra held his wrists.

"This is the conference room," I said to Megan. "Staff meetings, sometimes lunch."

She nodded earnestly, making notes on a clipboard.

Every room held a ghost of pleasure - a handprint on a desk, a scuff on a wall, the phantom sensation of hands and mouths and the thick slide of being filled. I moved through the halls with the muscle memory of a woman whose body had been opened in every corner of this building, and the knowledge sat in me like warm honey, sweet and heavy and utterly ordinary.

That was the thing people wouldn't understand. The arrangement wasn't transgressive anymore. It was just another weekday.

The rules were simple, and I recited a sanitized version to Megan as we walked: the doctors maintained an open-door policy with staff. Communication was paramount. Professional boundaries were respected. Patient care came first, always.

What I didn't tell her - what the supplemental contract outlined in explicit detail, what the double salary compensated for, what the gold anklet on my ankle signified to anyone who knew - was that the open-door policy extended to considerably more than medical consultations. That the female staff who chose to participate were sexually available to the doctors, the practice manager, and on rare occasions a vetted outside participant like Councilman Barrett, during work hours. That the wrap dresses and bare skin beneath them weren't a fashion choice but a functional one. That participation was entirely voluntary - any woman could decline any act, any time, no questions asked - and about a third of the staff opted out without pressure. That discretion was absolute. That patient care always came first. And that the reason this practice had the lowest staff turnover in Montana wasn't the mountain views.

Megan was a temp. She'd file insurance claims and answer phones for a couple of days and never know that while she sorted paperwork at the front desk, I might be three rooms away with my legs over Dr. Zhang's shoulders and his cock buried to the hilt inside me.

The thought made my inner walls clench around nothing. I pressed my thighs together and moved on to the next room.

By mid-morning, the practice was in full swing. Patients cycled through the waiting room - Mrs. Henderson with her blood pressure, teenage Tyler with his sprained wrist, old Mr. Kowalski who came in every two weeks for checkups he didn't need because he was lonely and the waiting room was warm. I took vitals, updated electronic records, restocked exam room supplies. Normal nursing work. The kind of work where you could forget, for stretches of twenty or thirty minutes, that your body was a shared resource.

Then a door would open, and the reminder would slide through me like a hand up my thigh.

Lyra emerged from Archer's office mid-morning, her dark brown hair slightly mussed, the crescent moon tattoo behind her ear catching the hallway light. She smoothed her wrap dress - the same cut as mine, though hers was navy - and gave me a look over her shoulder that communicated everything. Her cheeks were flushed. Her pupils were blown. She was walking with that careful, deliberate gait that meant she'd been thoroughly handled.

"Room four needs restocking," she said, perfectly composed, as she passed me in the corridor.

"Got it." I watched her go, noting the slight catch in her stride, the way she pressed her thighs together at the nursing station. Three months ago, Lyra had been a quiet transplant from Portland, still finding her footing after leaving a controlling relationship. Now she moved through the practice with the loose-limbed confidence of a woman who knew exactly what her body was for and took pleasure in it.

I was happy for her. I was also desperately jealous, because it was 10:15 and no one had touched me yet.

Just after ten, Dr. Blackwood's voice came over the intercom.

"Grace. My office."

My body's response was instantaneous - nipples tightening against the fabric of my dress, heat pooling low and liquid in my belly, a rush of wetness between my thighs so sudden it was almost embarrassing. My fingers stalled on the patient chart I'd been updating. I set down my pen with careful precision, as if steadying my hands could steady the pulse hammering between my legs.

I walked down the hallway toward his office, each step heightening the slick friction of my bare thighs. The ache that had been simmering since my morning drive had sharpened into something urgent, and by the time I reached his door, I could feel my heartbeat in my clit.

I knocked once and entered.

Dr. Blackwood stood behind his desk - 6'2" of broad-shouldered authority, salt-and-pepper hair, sleeves rolled to reveal the muscular forearms that featured prominently in my shower fantasies. His blue eyes tracked me as I closed the door, and the weight of his gaze felt physical, a pressure on my skin that made my breath catch.

He was on the phone.

My body didn't care. I was already softening, already opening, so thoroughly conditioned that the sight of his desk alone made my inner walls pulse. I knew the exact temperature of that mahogany against my cheek. I knew the grain of the wood under my palms when I braced myself. I knew the sound his belt made when he freed himself - the soft clink of metal, then the whisper of leather, then the blunt pressure of him finding me wet and ready.

He gestured to the chair across from his desk. Sit.

I sat. Crossed my legs, then uncrossed them - the pressure against my swollen clit was too much, too distracting. I pressed my knees together instead and focused on breathing while he discussed surgical referral protocols with a hospital administrator in Bozeman.

His voice rolled through the office like weather - low, certain, the kind of voice that made you straighten in your chair and do what you were told. I watched his mouth shape words about patient outcomes and insurance authorizations, and all I could think about was that mouth on my neck, my breasts, the inside of my thigh. The way he'd drag his lower lip across my hip bone just to feel me shiver.

He caught me staring. One eyebrow lifted - not surprise, but acknowledgment. I see you. His gaze dropped to my lap, where my hands were gripping the armrests, and a flicker of something dark and satisfied crossed his face. He knew exactly what he was doing to me.

The call lasted seven more minutes. I counted each one in the throb between my legs.

Finally, he set the phone down. Stood. Rounded the desk toward me with the unhurried stride of a man who knew the thing he wanted wasn't going anywhere. My breath went shallow. My fingers released the armrests, palms tingling. He stopped close enough that I could smell his cologne - cedar and something warm underneath, something that was just him - and his hand came up to tilt my chin.

"You've been waiting," he said. Not a question.

"All morning." My voice came out rougher than I intended.

His thumb traced my lower lip. His eyes were that impossible blue, and they held mine with an intensity that made my stomach drop, made my thighs fall open like they had their own agenda. His other hand settled on the armrest beside my hip, caging me in. I could feel the heat radiating off his body, could see the pulse in his throat, and I wanted him with a ferocity that bordered on desperation -

His pager went off.

The sound cut through the office like a blade. Dr. Blackwood's jaw tightened. He glanced at the display, and I watched the doctor override the man - the shift in his posture from predatory to professional happening in the space of a single exhale.

"Emergency walk-in," he said. His thumb pressed once, firmly, against my lower lip - a brand, a promise - and then he was moving past me toward the door. He paused with his hand on the frame and looked back. The regret in his eyes was so naked it made my core clench.

"Don't go anywhere."

He was gone. I sat in his empty office, heart hammering, dress clinging to the dampness between my thighs, and pressed my hand flat against my sternum to keep something vital from escaping. The mahogany desk gleamed in the mid-morning light like a dare.

I didn't go anywhere. The emergency dragged on - twenty minutes, then thirty - long enough for the ache to dull, not long enough for it to disappear. When he still hadn't returned by eleven, I gave up and went back to work.

By noon, the universe had developed a sadistic sense of humor.

Dr. Zhang caught my eye across the hallway late in the morning, that precise dark gaze that usually preceded being led to an exam room and taken apart with scientific thoroughness. But before he could speak, a walk-in patient with chest pains arrived, and I spent the next stretch running an EKG and monitoring vitals while Zhang handled the case. By the time the patient was stable and referred to cardiology in Bozeman, Zhang had moved on to his afternoon schedule with the clinical efficiency that defined him.

Dr. Reyes found me in the supply closet just before lunch. I'd been reaching for gauze on a high shelf, my dress riding up my thighs, and suddenly her hands were on my waist, her body pressed against my back, her lips against my neck. She was warm and soft and her perfume was something with jasmine in it, and when she spoke, her accent had that thickened quality that meant she was aroused.

"I've been watching you squirm all morning, querida." Her hand slid down my hip, fingers trailing along the hem of my dress. "Your body is screaming."

I leaned back into her, my head falling against her shoulder, and her fingertips found the bare skin of my inner thigh. I was so wet she made a soft sound of approval - a hum that vibrated against my throat - and her fingers traced higher, and higher, and my legs were already parting -

Her pager buzzed against my hip.

"Mierda." She pulled back, checking the display. "Dr. Chen on the line about Mrs. Alderman's referral." Her dark eyes met mine, and there was genuine frustration there, a mirror of my own. She pressed her lips to the hollow behind my ear. "Later, querida. I promise."

She was gone in a whisper of her lab coat, and I stood in the supply closet with my pulse in my throat and my thighs trembling and the gauze still on the top shelf, unreached.

I pressed my forehead against the cool metal shelving and breathed.

Lunch with Lyra was the first quiet moment I'd had all day. We took our usual spot in the break room - a small space at the back of the practice with a round table, a mini fridge, and a window overlooking the garden. Lyra had a turkey wrap. I had a salad I couldn't taste because every nerve in my body was still vibrating at a frequency only Dr. Blackwood's hands could tune.

"You look like you're about to crawl out of your skin," Lyra observed, biting into her wrap with the casual ease of a woman who'd already been satisfied twice before noon.

"Three near-misses," I said. "Blackwood. Zhang. Reyes. All interrupted."

Lyra's green eyes widened with genuine sympathy. "All three? That's brutal."

"The universe is edging me."

She laughed - a full, bright sound that reminded me how much she'd changed since those first quiet weeks. "I got lucky this morning. Zhang had me in his office before my first patient. Then Archer pulled me into his office after rounds." She shifted in her chair, and I recognized the movement - a subtle press of thighs, savoring the pleasant ache. "That was just the first two. Blackwood needed me in the exam room after the Henderson follow-up. Three times before noon, and I can still feel all of them."

The matter-of-fact way she said it - the way we both treated this as mundane as discussing the weather - would have horrified the version of me that had existed six months ago. That Grace would have choked on her salad. This Grace just stabbed a cherry tomato and said, "I hate you a little bit right now."

"Fair." Lyra smiled. "Want me to ask Zhang to bump you up on his schedule? He owes me."

"I don't want to be scheduled. I want to be-" I gestured vaguely, a motion that encompassed taken, used, pressed against any available surface by anyone with the authority to do so. "You know."

"I know." Her voice softened. "It'll happen. It always does."

She was right. That was the rhythm of this place - the certainty that your body would be claimed, that someone would find you and fill you and send you back to work with trembling legs and a satisfied ache. The waiting was part of it, usually. The anticipation. The way your skin stayed primed and your underwear - if you wore any - stayed damp and every brush of fabric against your nipples was a small, private torment.

Usually, I enjoyed it. Today, it was driving me insane.

My phone buzzed. I glanced at the screen and felt my face split into a grin.

Liv: Flight booked. Landing in Bozeman tomorrow at 4pm. You better be there with wine and details. ALL the details.

Liv: Also I've been researching Pine Creek and it has ONE bar? Grace. ONE BAR. This better be worth it.

Liv: It better be "multiple orgasms from hot doctors" worth it.

I typed back: Trust me.

Liv: I need to see what's making you sound like a woman who actually gets off. Because the Grace I knew in Chicago sounded like she was slowly dying of boredom and bad sex.

I laughed, and Lyra raised an eyebrow.

"Liv's coming tomorrow," I said. "My best friend from Chicago."

"The loud one from the phone calls?"

"That's her." I set my phone down, and a prickle of something - not quite anxiety, more like the vertigo of standing at the edge of a high dive - moved through my chest. Liv in Pine Creek. Liv, who'd talked me through the divorce over bottles of cheap wine. Liv, who'd screamed fuck him so loud the neighbors complained. Liv, who knew about the arrangement because I'd told her everything over a series of late-night phone calls and she'd responded with My vibrator and I need a vacation.

Liv in this building. Liv meeting these people. My Chicago life colliding with the life I'd built here, in this place where I didn't wear underwear and came before breakfast and called a man sir while he bent me over a filing cabinet.

"She knows about everything?" Lyra asked.

"Everything." I paused. "She's... a lot. In the best way. But she's a lot."

"Can't wait," Lyra said, and she meant it. That was the thing about the practice - it ran on trust, and the people inside it were hungry for the rare outsider who could be let in.

The afternoon was a special kind of torture.

I moved through my nursing duties with professional precision - vitals, charts, patient follow-ups, a flu shot for Mrs. Patterson that required steadier hands than my body wanted to provide - while my arousal built in layers, each near-miss from the morning compounding into a low, constant throb that made my clinical focus feel like a magic trick.

Megan, to her credit, was handling the front desk with quiet competence. She'd answered the phones without issue, filed intake forms alphabetically, and only looked confused once, when Vanessa - shorter, generously curved, her ample chest straining the buttons of her wrap dress - slipped out of the conference room with her hair loose around her shoulders and her lipstick smudged to nothing. Vanessa had walked past the front desk humming, and Megan had stared after her with the expression of someone trying to solve an equation with too many variables.

"She okay?" Megan whispered when I passed.

"Vanessa's great," I said. "Just had a... productive meeting."

Megan nodded slowly, filed it away, and returned to her insurance claims.

Later, restocking exam room two, I caught the sound of a door locking down the hall, followed by a low feminine gasp that was cut short - Elaine's voice, I was almost certain, and Archer's office. The sound traveled through me like a current, tightening everything it touched. I stood with a box of tongue depressors in my hand and breathed through it.

At 4:30, Dr. Blackwood's office door opened. I was at the nursing station reviewing charts, and I heard his footsteps before I saw him - the steady, measured stride that I'd learned to identify from two hallways away. My body responded before I turned around. Nipples hardening. Core tightening. Wetness, again, a fresh wave of it, as if my body had been conserving its resources all day for this exact moment.

He stopped beside me. Close enough that his sleeve brushed my bare arm, the cotton-on-skin contact sending a shiver from my wrist to my shoulder blade. He smelled like cedar and clean sweat and the faintest trace of antiseptic - doctor smell, the scent that had become inextricably linked with pleasure in my rewired brain.

"End of day," he said, his voice pitched for my ears only. "My office. Files from the Henderson follow-up."

A perfectly mundane request. The Henderson file was in my hand. I could have passed it to him right there, in the hallway, with Megan ten feet away.

Instead, I followed him.

His office was golden with late-afternoon light, dust motes suspended in the beams that fell across his desk. He held the door for me - a courteous gesture that made my skin prickle because I knew exactly what courtesies preceded in this room - and closed it behind us. Not locked. Not yet.

I held out the file. He took it, and his fingers covered mine. Warm, deliberate, lingering. His thumb found the pulse point on the inside of my wrist and pressed - gently, as if checking my heart rate. As if he didn't already know exactly how fast it was beating.

"Rough day?" The words were neutral. His eyes were anything but. They moved over my face with an attention that felt like being unwrapped - slow, methodical, appreciating each layer.

"Frustrating," I said. My voice was steady. My wrist, under his thumb, was not.

"I know." His fingers tightened briefly - a squeeze that shot straight to my core. "I'm sorry about this morning. The Halverson boy had a compound fracture."

"I know. Patient care comes first."

"It does." He didn't release my hand. His gaze dropped to my mouth and stayed there. "But you've been on my mind all day, Grace."

The way he said my name - low, with a weight that made it sound less like a word and more like a claim - shook what little composure I had left. My lips parted. My free hand found the edge of his desk for balance.

He held my gaze for a beat too long. Two beats. Three. Something shifted in the space between us - a thickening, a gravity - and I recognized it because I'd been feeling it for weeks now, in the way he lingered after he'd finished with me, in the way his hand would stay on my hip or the small of my back long after the encounter was over. In the way he was holding my hand right now, not as a prelude to sex but as something gentler and more dangerous.

Then he released me, took the file, and stepped back behind his desk.

"First thing tomorrow," he said. "My office. Seven-thirty, before the temp arrives."

"Seven-thirty," I repeated. My voice sounded like it belonged to someone standing very far away.

"Good girl."

The words hit my nervous system like a match to dry kindling. I felt them in my nipples, my clit, the backs of my knees. I turned and walked out of his office with the careful, controlled gait of a woman holding herself together by sheer force of will, and I made it all the way to the parking lot before I pressed my back against my car and let my breath come out in a shudder that was almost a moan.

First thing tomorrow.

The promise burned in me like a pilot light the entire drive home.

My cottage was quiet. One bedroom, a kitchen with a window over the sink that faced the mountains, a bathroom barely big enough to turn around in. I'd made it mine in the months since I'd moved in - a quilt from the antique shop on Main Street, a photo of Liv and me at her thirtieth birthday on the mantel, herbs growing in mismatched pots on the windowsill. It was small and it was mine and it was the first space in years that didn't carry the ghost of a marriage that had made me feel invisible.

I dropped my bag by the door, kicked off my flats, and went straight to the shower. The hot water hit my skin like a confession - everything I'd been holding all day, every near-miss and interrupted touch and moment of coiled, unreleased tension, rising to the surface in a wave of heat that made my knees buckle.

I braced my hand against the tile and let the water run between my breasts, over my stomach, down to where I ached most. I was swollen and sensitive, the slightest pressure from the water stream making my hips jerk. I slid my hand between my legs and found myself slick and hot and throbbing, and the relief of finally being touched - even by my own fingers - pulled a sound from my throat.

I circled my clit with two fingers. Once. Twice. My breath quickened. The day's frustration pressed against my ribs, demanding release, and it would be so easy - thirty seconds of focused pressure and I'd come so hard I'd have to grab the shower rail -

I stopped.

My hand hovered, trembling, water streaming over my fingers. My clit pulsed against nothing, angry and insistent.

It wasn't my touch I wanted. It was his.

The realization settled into me with the weight of something I'd been avoiding. Not just that I wanted to be touched - I wanted his hands. His body. The specific way Dr. Blackwood held me down, the exact pressure of his fingers on my hip, the sound of his breathing changing when he was close. Not the arrangement. Not any available body with the authority to use mine. Him.

I pulled my hand away. The ache between my legs protested - a sharp, needy pulse that made me gasp - but I stepped back under the spray and let the water pound my shoulders and didn't touch myself again.

I dried off and fell into bed naked - I hadn't worn anything to sleep in for months - with damp hair and a body that still hummed with unsatisfied want. The sheets were cool against every inch of bare skin. My nipples hardened at the contact. Between my thighs, the persistent, maddening pulse of need beat in time with my heart.

First thing tomorrow. Seven-thirty. My office.

His voice. His hands. His desk.

I pressed my face into the pillow and let the wanting wash through me, sharp-edged and specific and terrifying in its specificity, and fell asleep without release for the first time since I'd joined the arrangement.

Tomorrow. His office. First thing.

My body already belonged to him. The question I couldn't answer - the one that made the ache deeper and more complicated than anything between my legs - was whether the rest of me did too.
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Chapter 2: Release

⚜

Seven-fifteen in the morning, and I was already pulling into the practice lot with my coffee untouched in the cupholder and my thighs pressed together hard enough to ache.

I'd barely slept. Every time I'd drifted off, my body had yanked me back - a phantom hand on my hip, the ghost of cedar cologne, the echo of seven-thirty, my office playing on a loop behind my closed eyes. I'd tossed in tangled sheets until the sky turned pink over the mountains, then given up and stood under the shower with the water as cold as I could stand it, which had done absolutely nothing except make my nipples so hard they hurt.

The emerald wrap dress clung to my still-damp skin. No bra. No underwear - the drawer was still empty, would stay empty. My gold anklet chimed as I crossed the gravel lot, and the sound went through me like a blade, straight to the swollen ache between my legs.

Dr. Blackwood's SUV. Archer's sedan. No other cars yet. One light burned at the back of the building. His office.

I didn't stop at the nursing station. I walked through the empty waiting room, past Megan's vacant desk - the temp wouldn't arrive until eight - and down the hallway that smelled of lavender and floor polish. I left my coffee in the car. I didn't realize until I was already knocking.

"Come in."

Two words. Low, unhurried, final. I pushed the door open.

Dr. Blackwood stood by the window, backlit by the early mountain light, his white dress shirt already rolled to the elbows. Those forearms - tanned, corded, dusted with dark hair - had featured in every waking fantasy I'd had for the past eighteen hours. His blue eyes found mine the moment I stepped inside, and the weight of his gaze was a physical thing, pressing against my sternum.

He didn't speak. He crossed the office in three strides, reached past me, and locked the door.

His hand closed around my wrist. Firm. Warm. His thumb settled on my pulse point, and I knew he could feel it hammering.

"You've been thinking about this since yesterday." Not a question.

"I didn't sleep." My voice was thin, breathless. "I couldn't - I tried to-"

He turned me. One smooth motion, his hand rotating me to face the desk, and the sight of that mahogany surface - the grain I knew by touch, the cool wood I'd pressed my cheek against a dozen times - made my legs go loose. His body was behind me, heat radiating through my dress, and when he bent close, his breath stirred the hair at my ear.

"Bend over."

I folded forward like my spine had been waiting for the instruction. My palms flattened against the wood, fingers spreading wide. The mahogany was cool against my flushed cheek - exactly the temperature I remembered - and the familiar smell of leather and old books and him pulled a sound from my throat that was embarrassingly close to begging.

His hands gathered the skirt of my dress and pushed it up over my hips in a single motion. Cool air hit the bare curves of my ass, the wet heat between my thighs. He made a sharp, quiet sound - a man who'd found exactly what he expected and was still affected by it.

"No underwear." His palm smoothed over the curve of my hip, his thumb tracing the butterfly tattoo. "Good girl."

The words hit low and hard. My hips arched off the desk, pushing back toward him, my body begging where my mouth couldn't form words. I was dripping - a week of daily anticipation and a sleepless night all compounded into a slick evidence that coated my inner thighs - and when his fingers slid between my legs, the groan he made was low and approving.

"You're soaked, Grace." Two fingers parted my folds, sliding through the wetness with a sound that echoed in the quiet office. His fingertip circled my clit once - a feather-light stroke that made my hips jerk - then pulled away. I whimpered into the desk.

Behind me, the soft clink of his belt. The whisper of leather clearing loops. A pause - his hands spreading me, holding me open, and I could feel his gaze on the wetness glistening between my thighs. The exposure made me shiver, made my hips push back instinctively, offering myself.

"Please-" The word escaped before I could stop it.

The blunt, thick head of his cock pressed against my entrance. He held there for one excruciating second - letting me feel his size, letting my body stretch around just the tip - and then he pushed into me in one long, relentless stroke.

The stretch was almost too much. After a full day of denial, of edging and near-misses and going to bed aching and empty, my body clenched around him with desperate intensity - inner walls gripping, fluttering, trying to hold him everywhere at once. He was thick, impossibly thick, and the sensation of being filled after so many hours of wanting hit me somewhere behind my ribs as much as between my legs.

"Oh god-" The words tore out of me, muffled against the mahogany. My fingers scrabbled at the wood. He was buried to the hilt, his hips flush against my ass, and I could feel every inch of him - the heat, the rigid fullness, the pulse of him inside me.

His hand pressed between my shoulder blades, pinning my cheek to the desk. His other hand gripped my hip, fingers sinking into the curve of flesh with bruising intent. He withdrew slowly - an agonizing slide that made my inner walls cling - and then drove back in with a force that rocked the desk forward and punched the air from my lungs.

"That's it." His voice was rough, strained at the edges. "Take it."

I took it. Every thrust drove the breath from my body and replaced it with a sharp, rhythmic cry that bounced off the office walls. He fucked me with a commanding intensity that pressed the edge of the desk into my hips, his grip shifting my body exactly where he wanted it. Each stroke bottomed out with a force that made the desk creak, and on every withdrawal I felt myself clench around him, desperate not to lose a single inch. The angle had my clit grinding against the desk's edge with each impact - an accidental friction that sent jolts of electricity up through my belly, compounding the deep, devastating fullness of him.

But there was something new.

His free hand - the one that had been pressing me down - slid up my spine. Over the fabric of my bunched dress, up the bare skin of my neck, until his fingers cradled the back of my skull. Not pulling. Not gripping. Holding. A possessive tenderness completely at odds with the force of his hips, and the contradiction - bruising thrusts and this gentle, sheltering hand - shattered something in my chest that I hadn't known was intact.

My orgasm built from the inside out. It started in my calves, a tingling tension that climbed through my thighs, tightened in my belly, gathered behind my clit like a wave pulling back from shore. His pace didn't change - steady, deep, relentless - but his thumb began moving in slow circles at the nape of my neck, so impossibly tender I felt tears prick my eyes.

"Come for me, Grace."

I shattered.

The orgasm tore through me, a full-body convulsion that locked my muscles and bowed my spine and wrenched a sound from my throat I barely recognized. My inner walls clamped down in rhythmic pulses, and I felt myself flood around him - a rush of wetness that ran down my inner thighs. My legs shook so violently they nearly buckled, and only his hand at my hip and the desk beneath me kept me upright.

He groaned - raw, guttural, the sound vibrating against my back - and his hips stuttered, his grip tightening, and then he was coming too, the hot pulse of him filling me while his hand cradled the back of my neck like something precious.

For a long moment, neither of us moved. My cheek was still pressed to the cool desk, my breath coming in ragged gasps that fogged the polished wood. He was still inside me, still holding my neck, and I could feel his heartbeat through the wall of my body - fast, slowing, steadying.

His thumb made one last slow circle. Then he leaned down, his lips brushing the shell of my ear.

"That's what you needed."

He withdrew slowly, and I felt the loss of him as a physical ache - the sudden emptiness where fullness had been. His release and mine mingled, trickling warm down my inner thigh. He smoothed my dress back over my hips with hands that lingered on the curve of my waist, and when I finally pushed myself upright on trembling arms, my legs almost gave out.

He caught me. Steadied me with a hand on my elbow, his blue eyes searching my face. I looked up - flushed, wrecked, my hair sticking to the sweat on my neck - and he held my elbow a beat after I was steady. He kept it there. Neither of us moved for the space of a breath, something passing in the blue of his eyes that I filed away without naming.

"Go get yourself cleaned up," he said quietly. "Megan gets in at eight."

I nodded. Walked to the door on liquid legs. His gaze followed me all the way - I could feel it, warm and weighted, on the small of my back.

The rest of the morning, my body still rang from him.

I moved through my nursing duties with the pleasant, deep-bodied ache of someone who'd been thoroughly handled. Every time I sat down, the tenderness between my legs pulled me back to the desk, his grip, the way the hand that had been bruising my hip had also been cradling my skull with such gentleness. Twice I caught myself pressing my thighs together at the nursing station - not from frustration this time, but from aftershocks still rippling through my core.

The practice hummed with its usual energy. Patients cycled through. Old Mrs. Delaney with her knee pain, a teenager with strep, Mrs. Patterson with her medication questions. Between appointments, the building's other rhythm ran beneath the surface. Lyra emerged from Zhang's office mid-morning, smoothing her navy wrap dress with that particular languid grace that said she'd been taken apart and carefully reassembled. She caught my eye - the look two women exchanged when they were both walking these same corridors with the same pleasant ache.

"Good morning?" she asked, falling into step beside me.

"Very good morning."

Her smile widened. "About time."

Archer's door was closed for twenty minutes around eleven, and when it opened, Vanessa slipped out with pink cheeks and a self-satisfied expression, her generous curves shifting beneath her wrap dress as she sauntered back to her station. I watched her go, and the sight of it - so mundane, so easy - settled into me as proof of something. Three months ago, all of this would have astonished me. Now it was the building's heartbeat.

But my body was still keyed to a specific frequency. When I passed Blackwood's open office door carrying files, he glanced up from his paperwork and his gaze tracked me for just a beat too long. My core clenched in response - a deep, involuntary pulse. I pressed the files against my chest and kept walking.

It was sex, I reminded myself. It's always sex. That's the arrangement.

My body filed that under insufficient explanation.

After lunch, Dr. Reyes found me.

I was in the hallway outside exam room three, updating a patient chart on the portable terminal. I heard the click of her heels before I felt her hand on my wrist. Firm, warm. When I turned, her dark eyes were lit with that particular intensity I'd learned to recognize.

"Ven conmigo." She tugged me toward the women's restroom, two doors down.

I went with her immediately, already warming, the anticipation immediate and total. She pulled me inside, turned the lock, and pressed me against the wall in one fluid motion. The tile was cool against my bare shoulders where the neckline of my dress dipped.

"Yesterday I promised you," she murmured, her mouth tracing my jawline. Her lab coat smelled of jasmine and something earthier beneath. "I always keep my promises."

Her hands were already working the sash at my waist, and then the fabric fell open and I was bared against the bathroom wall - breasts, stomach, the curve of my hips, everything exposed to the cool air and her appraising gaze. She cupped my breasts, thumbs circling my nipples until they hardened into aching peaks, then bent to take one into her mouth. The wet heat of her tongue made me gasp, my head falling back against the tile.

"Maya-" I breathed.

She dropped to her knees.

The sight of her - Dr. Maya Reyes, poised and commanding, kneeling on the bathroom floor with her dark hair falling around her face - sent a jolt of arousal through me so sharp I felt it in my fingertips. She pushed my thighs apart with both hands, her breath hot against my swollen flesh, and then her mouth was on me.

No teasing. No gradual build. She devoured me with a thoroughness that made my knees buckle - her tongue parting my folds in a long, slow stroke before circling my clit with devastating precision. She licked me like she was savoring every taste, her full lips closing around my clit and sucking in a rhythm that made pleasure break through so hard my free hand gripped the towel rail.

I stuffed my fist against my mouth. A patient was waiting in the hallway - I could hear muffled conversation through the wall, the shuffle of shoes on hardwood - and the proximity of being caught made everything sharper, brighter, more intense. My other hand found Reyes's dark hair, fingers tangling in the thick strands, and I held on.

Her tongue flattened against my clit, then flickered - fast, focused, relentless. Two fingers slid inside me, curling upward to press against the spot that made my legs shake, and she fucked me with her hand while her mouth worked my clit with an expertise that bordered on cruel. I was still sensitive from Blackwood - still swollen, still tender - and the layered sensation, pleasure on top of satiated pleasure, built with a speed that caught me off guard.

My legs gave first. I gripped her hair hard as my hips bucked, the orgasm cresting sharp and fast, a strangled cry barely muffled by my fist. She gripped my thighs and held me there - tongue still moving, still drawing it out - while my body pulsed and clenched around her fingers. A secondary wave arched my back off the wall. The sound that escaped me was almost a sob.

She stood, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, and the gesture was so casual, so confident, that my still-trembling body responded with another deep throb of heat. Her dark eyes held mine - warm, satisfied, amused.

"There." She straightened her lab coat, smoothed her hair. "I've been wanting to do that since yesterday."

She kissed me once - a brief, full press of lips that tasted like me - and was gone, the lock clicking open and her heels resuming their rhythm down the hallway as if nothing had happened.

I leaned against the wall with my dress hanging open, breathing hard, staring at the ceiling. The aftershocks moved through me in slowly fading ripples, and my legs felt like they'd been replaced with warm water.

I retied the sash with shaking hands and checked my reflection. Flushed. Glowing. A woman who'd been satisfied twice before two o'clock and whose body was still humming with the residual charge.

I went back to work.

At three-fifteen, I clocked out and drove forty minutes to the regional airport outside Bozeman.

The terminal was modest - two gates, a single carousel, a coffee shop with limited ambitions. I spotted her through the glass before she saw me: tall, olive-skinned, dark wavy hair cascading past her shoulders, gold nose ring catching the fluorescent light. Her left arm's colorful tattoo sleeve drew stares from two businessmen by the rental car counter. She had high-waisted jeans that showcased the Pilates-sculpted ass that had been her calling card since college, and a cropped leather jacket that probably cost more than my rent. She looked exactly like herself - a woman who belonged in a Chicago rooftop bar, aggressively out of place in a Montana airport. My whole chest loosened at the sight of her.

"GRACE CALLOWAY!" She dropped the duffel, grabbed me in a hug that lifted my feet off the ground, and I hugged her back so hard my arms ached. I was still a little sore in the hips and I didn't mind at all.

"Oh my god." She pulled back, holding me at arm's length, studying my face with those sharp brown eyes that missed nothing. "What is happening to you? You look incredible. Your skin is literally glowing."

"Montana air."

"Bullshit." She pointed at me. "This is orgasm glow. I have seen orgasm glow and this is it."

I laughed. She squinted at the way I was standing - straight-backed, slightly careful - and her eyes went knowing.

"Did you get laid today?"

"We're in an airport, Liv."

"That's a yes." She grabbed my arm and started us toward the parking lot. "Tell me everything. I need the full surround-sound experience. I've been subsisting on your late-night phone calls for three months and I need details."

On the drive back to Pine Creek, she talked about everything first - her marketing job, the nightmare client who wanted to rebrand using only Comic Sans, her latest string of Hinge disasters. ("He asked me to split the appetizer, Grace. The appetizer.") I listened and laughed and felt something loosen further in my chest. Having Liv in the passenger seat with Montana scrolling past the windows felt like two puzzle pieces clicking together. The gap between my two lives - the one she'd talked me through and the one I'd been living - narrowed down to nothing.

She fell quiet when the Crazy Mountains appeared around the bend, their snowy peaks jagged against the sky.

"Okay," she said. "Tell me about the doctors."

"When we get home. With wine."

"Multiple wines. And I want physical descriptions. I want measurements." She looked over at me. "And don't be coy about Dr. Blackwood. You texted about him four times last month."

I stared at the road. "I mentioned him."

"Four times." She held up four fingers.

The wine was a good Montana red that Lyra had recommended. Two glasses in, curled on opposite ends of my couch with a blanket over our feet, I told her everything.

"Okay," I said. "You know the broad outline-"

"Grace." She put a hand up. "I know there's an arrangement. I know there are contracts and a double salary and you wear dresses with no underwear. I know you've been getting thoroughly fucked on the regular by people I'm now going to have faces attached to." She raised her glass. "Tell me the version where I'm in the same room as these people instead of in my apartment googling 'Pine Creek Montana' at midnight."

So I told her. The physical reality of it - the intercom summons, Blackwood's desk, Zhang's precise hands, Reyes's commanding mouth. I told her about this morning, and I watched her face go through a journey that had nothing to do with surprise and everything to do with the gap between knowing something and hearing it from across the couch in person.

"Twice before two o'clock," she said, pressing her fingers to her cheekbones. "Today. As in today today."

"As in today today."

"And you went to the airport and just-" She gestured at me. "Functioned? Like a normal person?"

"I do actual nursing. There's charting, vitals, patient follow-up. It's a real job." I shifted on the couch, the tender ache between my thighs a quiet reminder. "It's just that the other part is also real."

"The other part." She let out a long breath. "Grace Calloway. You're living my fantasy. I have been suffering through thirty-second Hinge hookups while you've been in some kind of sexual Shangri-La."

"I don't hear a problem."

"There isn't one." She studied me over the rim of her glass. "Okay. Physical descriptions. You promised."

So I gave her thumbnails, the way they'd lived in my body over three months - Blackwood: broad-shouldered, blue-eyed, the forearms, the voice that moved through you whether you wanted it to or not, eight and a half inches of confidence that he never once needed to mention because you found out regardless. I was wet again by the time I finished describing his hands. Zhang: lean and precise, nine inches of absolute clinical intention, the man would locate your exact nerve endings and use them against you with the thoroughness of someone filing a report. Reyes: full-lipped and voluptuous, dark-eyed, and the thing about a woman who's made oral sex her personal art form is that you stop thinking about anyone else's technique.

Liv's expression by the end was somewhere between reverence and despair. My nipples were hard under the blanket and I hoped she couldn't tell.

"I dated a man named Todd for four months," she said, "and the most memorable thing he ever did was remember my coffee order."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. I'm living vicariously." She topped up both our glasses. "Tell me about the desk guy again."

"Dr. Blackwood."

"Yeah. Him."

I took a sip of wine to buy time. "I told you. Medical director. Salt-and-pepper hair, blue eyes-"

"Not what he looks like." She pointed her glass at me. "How you sound when you talk about him. Your cheeks flush. You're pressing your legs together right now - don't tell me you're not."

I opened my mouth.

"You just touched your neck," she said. "You did it unconsciously. Like you can still feel his hand there."

I dropped my hand from my throat.

"Grace. You're not just getting fucked by this man. You're catching feelings."

The words hung in the air, sharp-edged and precise.

"It's not like that," I said. "The arrangement-"

"The arrangement is the arrangement." She set her wine down and turned to face me fully, her expression shifting into that ruthless compassion she'd deployed through my entire marriage and one very bad year. "I've known you since freshman year. I know what you look like when you're falling."

"I'm not falling."

"You fell. Past tense." She picked her glass back up. "The question is what you're going to do about it."

I didn't answer. I drank my wine and changed the subject to Liv's logistics - how long she was staying, what she wanted to see, where we'd eat. She let me deflect, because she was Liv and she knew when to push and when to wait.

We talked until midnight. She fell asleep on the guest side of my bed - she'd refused the couch on the grounds of her legs being too long, which was true - and I lay beside her in the dark, feeling the day settle into my body.

The ache between my legs was a double echo - Blackwood's force and then Reyes's skill, layered one over the other. My breasts were tender where Reyes had worked them. My hip bones carried the faint print of mahogany and his fingers. I pressed my face into the pillow and listened to Liv breathe.

You just touched your neck. Like you can still feel his hand there.

She was wrong. She had to be wrong, because the arrangement worked precisely because it wasn't about feelings - it was bodies and rules and a clean exchange of pleasure for availability. If I started needing one man more than the others, needing his hands specifically, his voice, his eyes holding mine in the moment his thumb had stroked the nape of my neck so gently it had cracked open something I wasn't ready to examine - that wasn't the arrangement. That was something infinitely more dangerous.

My body had already decided. I was the one catching up.

I fell asleep with the taste of good wine on my tongue and Liv's words still ringing, and I dreamed of blue eyes and mahogany and a tenderness I didn't know how to name.


⚜




Chapter 3: Guest

⚜

Liv woke me at six by rolling over onto my pillow and muttering something about Comic Sans into my hair.

"Get up," I said, pushing her shoulder. "I have to be at work in an hour."

She cracked one eye open. "What time zone is this?"

"The one where I have a job."

She groaned, burrowed deeper into the pillow, then shot upright as if someone had stuck a pin in her. "Wait. Work. The practice. The doctors." She grabbed my wrist. "I'm coming with you."

I'd already decided she would. Last night, between the second and third glass of wine, Liv had said something that stayed with me: I don't want to just hear about your life, Grace. I want to understand it. Not understand intellectually - she'd gotten that from the phone calls. She wanted to feel the air inside the building, see the way the staff moved, watch me in the space that had remade me. And honestly, I wanted her to see it. Inside those walls, I didn't hunch or apologize or make myself smaller than I was. My shoulders stayed loose. My body moved like it belonged there. Liv was the only one from before who knew, and I wanted her to understand why I'd never once thought about leaving.

"Shower's yours," I said. "Wear something you can move in."

She looked at me sharply. "Move in how?"

I smiled and didn't answer.

Liv emerged from the bathroom in high-waisted jeans and a cropped black top that left a strip of tanned stomach visible above her waistband. Her tattoo sleeve was on full display, florals and geometric patterns winding from wrist to shoulder. The gold nose ring caught the light when she tilted her head, studying me in my burgundy wrap dress and bare legs.

"No underwear," she said. Not a question.

"No underwear."

Her eyes traveled down to my gold anklet. "And that's the-"

"That's the marker. The chime lets people know."

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "Do you have a spare dress?"

My chest tightened with something warm. "You sure?"

"I'm sure I want to see what happens." She held my gaze. "If the opportunity comes up, I want to be ready. I didn't fly to Montana to watch from the bleachers."

I found her one of my wrap dresses - a deep emerald that looked stunning against her olive skin. It was tighter across her chest than mine, the fabric pulling over her full breasts, and shorter on her longer frame, the hem hitting mid-thigh. She turned in the mirror, checking the way it draped over her ass - that magnificent, Pilates-sculpted ass that had been turning heads since college - and grinned.

"I look like I'm about to do something irresponsible," she said.

"You look perfect."

Nothing underneath - no bra, no underwear. Like me. Neither of us acknowledged it.

Friday morning. The drive to the practice was different with Liv in the passenger seat. She went quiet as the Victorian came into view, the building sitting at the end of its gravel drive with the Crazy Mountains still snow-capped behind it. She leaned forward, and I watched her try to process it - how ordinary it looked, how innocent.

"It looks like a bed and breakfast," she said. "A very horny bed and breakfast."

I pulled into the lot. Blackwood's SUV was already there, along with Archer's sedan and Zhang's silver coupe. Zara's little blue hatchback was back - she'd gotten in late last night after Megan covered her last day, and I'd warned her via text that I was bringing Liv.

Liv's hand found mine as we crossed the gravel. Her fingers were trembling.

"Nervous?" I asked.

"Wet," she corrected. "There's a difference."

I squeezed her hand and pushed through the front door.

Zara was behind the reception desk, her blonde ponytail bouncing as she looked up. Her face split into a grin that could power a small city.

"Oh my god, you're Liv!" She came around the desk in a blur of petite energy, her own wrap dress - pale pink - swishing around her thighs. "Grace talks about you constantly. I'm Zara. I'm the one who holds this place together. Allegedly."

Liv laughed, some of her tension dissolving under Zara's warmth. "Grace didn't mention you were this adorable."

"She never does." Zara winked, her tongue piercing flashing. "Come on, I'll get you coffee. We have the good stuff - Zhang orders it from Portland."

While Zara led Liv toward the break room, I went to find Blackwood. His office door was open. He was standing by his bookshelf, a medical journal in one hand, his white shirt already rolled to the elbows. My body's response was instantaneous - a flush of heat, the swollen ache between my thighs reawakening the moment I saw him.

"Grace." His blue eyes found mine, and my pulse dropped low, sudden and hot. "Your friend is here?"

"In the break room with Zara."

He set the journal down. "Close the door."

I closed it. He crossed to me in three strides and reached past me to turn the lock. The click was quiet and definitive. His hand settled on the curve of my waist, pulling me against him - not sexually, not yet. His thumb traced slow circles on my hip, and I leaned into his chest, breathing in cedar and clean skin.

"You want her to participate," he said. His voice was low, matter-of-fact.

"She wants to. She's been-" I hesitated. "She's been living vicariously through my phone calls for three months. She flew here to understand."

His hand moved to the small of my back, pressing me closer. I could feel the steady beat of his heart against my cheek. "I'll speak with Archer, Zhang, and Reyes. If we're all in agreement, I'll extend guest status. Standard confidentiality agreement, same protections. Temporary guests aren't issued anklets - their status is communicated directly to senior staff."

"Thank you."

His fingers tipped my chin up. His blue eyes searched mine with an intensity that made my breath catch - not the clinical assessment of a doctor deciding on a guest policy, but something personal, something that made my pulse kick hard.

"This matters to you," he said. "Her seeing this."

"She's the only person from my old life who knows." My voice was thinner than I wanted. "I need someone from before to see that I'm not - that this isn't-"

"That you're not broken." He said it simply, without judgment, and the accuracy of it made my throat tighten.

"Yeah."

His thumb brushed my cheekbone. Then he released me, stepped back, and became the medical director again. "Send her to my office at nine-thirty. I'll have the paperwork ready."

At nine-thirty, Liv sat across from Dr. Blackwood's desk with her legs crossed and her hands folded in her lap, trying to look composed. She was not composing well. When Blackwood had walked in and extended his hand in greeting, I'd caught her sharp intake of breath and the look she shot me sideways - eyes slightly wild, one eyebrow climbing toward her hairline. I'd pressed my lips together and looked away.

She managed to get through the introductions without embarrassing either of us. Barely.

Blackwood explained the guest arrangement with the same calm authority he brought to everything - the confidentiality requirements, the boundaries, the absolute right to decline any encounter, the expectation that discretion extended beyond her visit. He spoke without euphemism but without sleaze, and I watched Liv's expression shift from dazed appreciation to genuine respect.

"Any questions?" he asked.

"One," Liv said. "Grace mentioned a double salary for participants. I assume guests don't get-"

"Guests aren't compensated," Blackwood said. "That hasn't been a problem."

Liv signed the confidentiality agreement. Her hand trembled, but her eyes were bright and steady. When she set the pen down, she found my face. I gave her the smallest nod.

Blackwood stood. He rounded his desk slowly, and the shift in his bearing was visible - from administrator to something else, something that made the air in the room thicken and the space between my thighs grow slick.

He stopped in front of Liv's chair and looked at me.

"Grace." His voice dropped into that low register that my body recognized before my brain did. "Show your friend what we do here."

The command moved through me like warm water. I stepped forward, my heart hammering, and stood in front of Liv. She turned her face up to mine - brown eyes wide, lips parted, her chest rising and falling faster beneath the borrowed dress - and for a moment she was just Liv, my best friend, the woman who'd held me while I cried over David and screamed fuck him loud enough to wake the neighbors.

Then I untied the sash at her waist.

The emerald fabric fell open, and Liv's breath caught. I parted the dress over her shoulders, easing it down her arms, baring her body to the office air. Her breasts were full and heavy, dark nipples already tightening, and her olive skin flushed from her collarbone down. I slid the dress off completely and let it pool on the chair behind her.

She was naked except for the gold nose ring and the tattoo sleeve winding up her left arm. Her thighs pressed together, then parted - an involuntary motion that made her gasp.

Blackwood watched from where he leaned against the front of his desk, arms folded. His gaze moved over Liv's body with an unhurried appraisal that I recognized, that I'd felt on my own skin dozens of times. Evaluating. Appreciating. Deciding.

"Stand up," he told Liv.

She stood. Her legs were shaky, her full breasts swaying with the movement, and when she straightened to her full height, she was trembling - not with fear, but with the full-body vibration of a woman whose arousal has nowhere to hide.

Blackwood looked at me. "Her breasts, Grace."

I stepped behind Liv and cupped her breasts in both hands. She gasped - sharp, surprised - and leaned back against me. Her skin was hot under my palms, her nipples rigid against my fingers. I rolled them gently, and Liv's head fell back against my shoulder.

"Jesus Christ," she whispered. "Grace-"

"I know," I murmured against her ear.

He moved then. Unhurried, deliberate. He stood before Liv and tipped her chin up with one finger. She stared at him - this broad-shouldered, blue-eyed man I'd been describing over wine - and whatever she saw in his face made her mouth fall open.

"Grace undersold you," Liv breathed.

His mouth curved. Then his hand slid into her dark hair, gripping firmly at the nape, and he kissed her. Not gently. A claiming kiss, his mouth taking hers while my hands still held her breasts, and Liv made a sound into his mouth that I felt vibrate through her ribcage.

He broke the kiss and guided her forward. "Hands on the desk."

Liv braced herself against the mahogany - the same mahogany I'd been bent over countless times - and the sight of her there, naked and trembling, her magnificent ass arched toward him, her dark hair spilling over her shoulders, sent a bolt of heat through my core so sharp my breath shortened. I couldn't press my thighs together with him watching me; there was nowhere for the need to go.

Blackwood looked at me over Liv's shoulder. The look was clear.

I sank to my knees beside the desk.

I heard his belt clink - that sound, that specific sound, ringing through me like a struck bell - and then the soft drag of fabric. Liv turned her head and her eyes went wide.

"Oh," she said. Just that.

His hand found mine where it rested against my knee. He guided it - not to Liv, but up the inside of my own thigh, pushing my hem with it. The touch was deliberate, instructive, and I understood immediately what he wanted. I let my fingers slide to where I was already aching.

He entered Liv.

Her groan was deep and guttural and genuine, and the sound hit me in the belly like a fist. I watched her spine arch, her fingers claw at the desk edge, her body stretching to take him in one measured stroke, and I worked myself in slow circles, my own breathing going ragged. His pace built - deep, controlled thrusts that rocked her forward against the wood - and her cries filled the office. Louder than mine. Uninhibited, all Liv.

"Come here," he said, rougher now. "Kiss her. Keep her quiet."

I rose onto my knees and reached across the desk. Liv kissed me back desperately, moaning against my lips, her hands fisting in my hair. I swallowed her cries while Blackwood's pace increased behind her, and my free hand found her breast again, my other hand slipping back under my dress the moment I steadied myself.

Liv came with a scream that I caught in my mouth. Her whole body seized, her back arching, and through the kiss I felt every tremor, every contraction, the wave breaking through her. Blackwood gripped her hips and drove deep one final time, his own groan resonant and low.

He pulled out slowly. Liv collapsed forward onto the desk, panting, her cheek pressed to the mahogany exactly where mine always rested. Her eyes found mine - brown and dazed, pupils blown, the look of a woman whose understanding of sex had just been fundamentally restructured. I'd worn that expression myself, months ago.

"Grace," she said, her voice wrecked. "I get it. I get all of it."

I smoothed her hair back from her damp forehead and smiled.

Blackwood's hand closed around my wrist. He turned me with the same efficient motion he'd used a hundred times - spinning me to face the desk - and pushed my dress up over my hips. The air hit my bare skin. His hand pressed between my shoulder blades.

"Your turn."

He entered me from behind, and the stretch - familiar, devastating, exactly what my body had been craving since I'd watched him take my best friend - pulled a cry from my throat. My hands braced against the desk beside Liv's head, and she watched me with wide, dark eyes as Blackwood set a pace that was harder than what he'd given her. Possessive. Claiming. His fingers dug into my hips with a grip that said mine, and the intensity of it - the way he always took me differently, with more urgency, more ownership - made my orgasm build fast.

Liv reached up and brushed a strand of hair from my face. The tenderness of it, the intimacy of my best friend watching me be fucked on the desk she'd just been taken on, opened something in my chest.

He drove into me deep, his hips grinding against my ass, and the pressure on my clit combined with his fullness inside me sent me over the edge. I came hard, clenching around him, my forehead dropping to the cool mahogany. His rhythm stuttered, his breath harsh against my back, and I felt the hot pulse of him filling me. His palm found the back of my skull - that gesture that had become ours, that tender possessive grip no one else received - and held me there while we both shook.

Afterward, Liv sat on the desk, legs dangling, completely naked and grinning. I leaned beside her, my dress smoothed back into place on shaking legs. Blackwood stood behind his desk, composed, sleeves still rolled, a glass of water in hand as if he'd just finished a routine consultation.

"I didn't know sex could feel like that," Liv said quietly.

I heard my own words from months ago echo back at me, and the symmetry made my chest ache.

"Welcome to Pine Creek," I said.

After lunch, Dr. Zhang found us.

Liv and I were in the hallway outside exam room two - I was updating patient charts, and Liv was leaning against the wall, still slightly dazed, asking me detailed questions about the practice's filing system that I was fairly certain were a cover for her real question, which was when does the next one happen.

Zhang appeared at the end of the corridor. Lean, precise, his dark eyes moving between us with an attentiveness that made my skin prickle. He was the kind of man you noticed before you could account for it - something in the economy of his movement, the quality of his attention.

"Grace," he said. "Ms. Marchetti."

"Liv." She straightened. "Please."

His gaze assessed her with clinical thoroughness - not crude, not leering, but the focused evaluation of a man who processed the world through data and decided exactly how to interact with it. I'd seen that look on his face dozens of times, usually right before he took me apart with methodical precision.

"I understand you've been extended guest status," he said.

"I have."

"Would you like to come to my exam room?" Not seductive. Not commanding. A straightforward question, delivered with the neutral tone of a man offering a medical consultation, which made it devastating in a way Liv clearly wasn't prepared for.

She met my eyes. I smiled.

"Go," I said.

"Come with me?" she asked. "I mean - is that allowed? Can she be there?"

Zhang's gaze flicked to me. "Grace may observe."

He led us into exam room two and closed the door. The lock turned with a soft click. The room was clinical - examination table with stirrups, white cabinets, antiseptic air - and Liv's eyes darted around, processing the contrast between the sterile setting and what was about to happen in it.

"On the table," Zhang said. "Remove the dress."

Liv untied the sash and shrugged the dress off her shoulders. It fell to the floor in a puddle of emerald, and she hoisted herself onto the examination table naked. The paper crinkled beneath her. I settled into the chair in the corner.

Zhang stood between Liv's parted knees. He placed his hands on her thighs - clinical, measured - and her whole body flinched with sensation.

"Spread wider," he said.

She did. Her breathing had gone shallow, her olive skin flushed from her chest to her cheekbones, and when Zhang's fingers trailed up her inner thigh, her abs contracted visibly.

"You're very responsive," he noted. His thumb traced the crease where her thigh met her pelvis, and Liv's hips shifted on the table. "Your arousal is evident."

"Is that your version of dirty talk?" Liv gasped.

The faintest smile crossed Zhang's face - a rare crack in his composure that I filed away with satisfaction. He slid two fingers between her folds without preamble, and Liv's back arched off the table.

"You're extremely wet," he observed. "Approximately-"

"If you give me a measurement right now, I will lose my mind," Liv said, her voice strained.

From my chair, I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Zhang's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes - amusement, maybe, or the particular interest of a controlled man encountering a variable he hadn't accounted for.

His fingers moved inside her with precise, deliberate strokes. He found the spot that made Liv's thighs shake and pressed it - firmly, rhythmically - while his thumb circled her clit with calibrated pressure. Liv's hands flew to his shoulders, gripping, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts.

"Oh god - right there - what are you doing with your hands-"

"Anterior vaginal wall stimulation," Zhang said. "Combined with clitoral engagement. Your body is responding optimally."

"Optimally?" She let out a strangled laugh that dissolved into a moan. "Grace, this man is - fuck - he's insane, this is-"

Watching from my chair, I felt my own body responding - heat climbing my throat, my nipples taut against my dress, the slick ache between my thighs becoming urgent. I gripped the chair arms and tried to breathe. Zhang was working Liv apart with systematic precision, and every cry she made landed in my belly like a match dropped on kindling. I shifted in the chair and found no relief.

He withdrew his fingers when she was trembling and worked to the edge, and Liv whimpered at the loss. Zhang stepped between her thighs and bent his head - no preamble, no announcement. His mouth closed over her clit and Liv's back left the table entirely, her heels coming up on his shoulders, her fingers fisting in his black hair.

"Oh fuck - oh god - I wasn't ready - I wasn't-"

He ate her out with the same methodical efficiency he brought to everything else: tongue flat and steady, fingers curling back inside to work the anterior wall simultaneously. From my chair I watched Liv unravel, and I was so wet the chair felt damp beneath me. My pulse hammered between my legs. I pressed my knuckles against my mouth.

Liv came with her thighs clamped around his head, shaking, a sustained moan that bounced off the tiled walls.

Zhang lifted his head. He straightened, wiped his mouth with clinical precision, and unfastened his belt. When he freed himself, Liv stared.

"That's - oh my god. Grace wasn't exaggerating."

"Grace is precise in her reporting," Zhang said. He positioned himself at her entrance, one hand spreading her thigh wider, and pressed into her in a single, smooth stroke.

Liv's cry rang through the small room. Her legs wrapped around his waist, heels digging into his lower back, and Zhang took the examination table's edge for leverage as he began to thrust. His pace was measured - deep, full-length strokes that drew almost entirely out before pressing back in - and each one made Liv's breasts sway and her voice pitch higher.

She was loud. Louder than me, louder than anyone I'd heard in this practice. Her moans were punctuated with half-sentences - oh fuck and don't stop and harder, please, right there - and the unfiltered stream of it, the complete absence of self-consciousness, was something I envied.

My core clenched around nothing. I was soaked through, the thin fabric of my dress damp and useless between my thighs. Every sound Liv made tightened the coil in my belly. I had to shift for relief and found none.

Zhang adjusted his angle - a subtle shift that I recognized, having been on the receiving end of it many times - and Liv's whole body seized.

"I'm - oh god, I'm going to-"

"Let it happen," Zhang said. His pace didn't change. His control was absolute, even as Liv shattered around him - her back bowing off the table, thighs clamping around his hips, a sustained moan that filled the exam room. He continued through it, each thrust drawing out her orgasm in rolling waves, and when she finally collapsed, trembling and gasping, he allowed himself a quiet exhale of satisfaction.

He wasn't finished. He continued with steady, deep strokes, building her toward a second peak while she was still shaking from the first. She fisted the paper beneath her, tearing it. Her voice cracked on a high, desperate note.

"I can't - it's too much - I can't-"

"You can," Zhang said, and increased his pace by a fraction.

She came again, her orgasm ripping through her with even more force than the first - a full-body convulsion that had her crying out wordlessly, tears tracking down her flushed cheeks. Zhang buried himself to the hilt, finding his own release with a measured groan that barely disrupted the rhythm of his breathing.

The room settled into silence broken only by Liv's ragged gasps. Zhang withdrew, cleaned himself with clinical efficiency, and offered Liv a tissue with the same neutral expression he might use to hand someone a prescription.

"Your physiological responses are exceptional," he told her. "I'd be interested in a follow-up session."

Liv stared at him from the table, wrecked, tear-streaked, her dark hair plastered to her neck. "Is that - is that how you ask for a second date?"

"I don't date," Zhang said. "I schedule." He turned to leave, paused at the door, and looked back at me. His dark eyes dropped to my lap - to the way my hands were gripping the chair, the way my chest was heaving - and the corner of his mouth lifted.

"You're next on my schedule, Grace. Tomorrow. Eight AM."

The door closed behind him. I sat in the chair with my core clenching around nothing, my nipples aching against my dress, my entire body a livewire of unresolved need.

Liv sat up slowly on the table. She turned to me. I turned to her. Her mascara was smudged, her hair was destroyed, and she was grinning so wide it transformed her whole face.

"I'm extending my trip," she said. "Indefinitely."

We walked to my car at five o'clock through golden late-afternoon light. Liv was buzzing beside me - words tumbling out in a stream that jumped from Zhang's hands to Blackwood's voice to the specific quality of the examination table paper against her bare skin. She was incandescent. The woman beside me wasn't the Liv who'd arrived at Bozeman airport yesterday - she was someone whose understanding of her own body had been expanded in the space of a few hours.

I listened, smiling, my own body still humming with the unreleased tension from watching the exam room encounter. Zhang's promise of tomorrow sat in my belly like a warm coal.

At the car, I paused to dig for my keys. Liv leaned against the passenger door, tilting her face to the mountain air.

"Grace."

"Yeah?"

"Thank you." Her voice had gone quiet. Serious. "For trusting me with this."

"You're the only one I'd trust."

She reached over and squeezed my hand. Her fingers were warm from the Montana sun.

Something made me glance back at the building. Dr. Blackwood stood in his office window, a file open in his hand, but when our eyes met, he didn't so much as glance at Liv. His attention landed on me like a hand.

Liv followed my eyes. "He's staring at you."

"I know."

"Not at me. Not at both of us. At you."

"I know," I said again, quieter.

She studied my face for a long moment. "You're still going to tell me you're not falling for him?"

I opened the car door instead of answering. Blackwood's silhouette didn't move from the window.

On the drive home, Liv talked about what she wanted to try next - Reyes, specifically, the idea of a woman's mouth already making her fidget in her seat - and I contributed the right sounds at the right moments while my mind stayed at that window. His gaze. The way he'd taken me harder than Liv, with more urgency, like the difference between generosity and need. That palm against my skull afterward - our gesture, the one no one else received.

The mountains turned pink in the rearview mirror. Beside me, Liv was already texting someone - Zara, probably, making plans. My gold anklet chimed softly with the vibration of the road, and the small sound rang out clear, landing somewhere under my sternum.

My mouth stayed shut, but my body had been answering him for weeks. I drove toward the cottage with Liv's laughter filling the car and Blackwood's gaze still burning on my skin, and I let the knowing sit in me without naming it, warm and heavy and inevitable.


⚜




Chapter 4: The past

⚜

Monday morning, and my body was still learning a new language.

A long weekend of Liv in Pine Creek had rewritten something fundamental - not just in me, but in the practice itself. Friday's threesome with Blackwood, watching Zhang take Liv apart in the exam room, Zhang's promised Saturday session that had left me boneless before breakfast, the weekend spent on my couch with wine and laughter and Liv's constant, colorful commentary on every sensation she'd experienced. By Sunday night she'd declared Pine Creek "the only place in America where the healthcare system actually works" and had effectively annexed my bed indefinitely - her suitcase had migrated from the corner to the closet, her shampoo had claimed the shower shelf, and I'd been the one sleeping on the couch since Saturday, which I didn't mind because I barely slept anyway.

I drove to work with the windows down and the morning air cold on my bare arms. My wrap dress was slate blue today, tied loosely at my left hip. No bra. No underwear. The gold anklet chimed against my flats as I pressed the accelerator, and the familiar sound sent a pulse of warmth between my thighs. My body was already softening, already anticipating - Blackwood's SUV in the lot, his voice over the intercom, the possibility of being bent over any available surface before the first patient arrived.

The lot was half full when I pulled in. Blackwood's SUV, Archer's sedan, Zhang's silver coupe, Zara's blue hatchback. The Victorian sat in the early light like a postcard, white clapboard gleaming, the Crazy Mountains framed behind it. I grabbed my bag and crossed the gravel with the loose-limbed stride of a woman whose body had been thoroughly and regularly attended to.

I pushed through the front door into the scent of lavender and antiseptic, already smiling -

And stopped.

A man sat in the waiting room. Not a patient - patients didn't arrive until 8:30, and it was barely quarter past seven. Zara must have let him in when she'd unlocked the front door. He was in one of the comfortable chairs near the window, legs crossed, a paper coffee cup from the gas station balanced on his knee. He was thinner than I remembered. The jaw that had once been sharp was gaunt, the cheekbones too prominent beneath skin that had lost its color. Dark circles pooled under brown eyes that I'd once thought were warm. His hair was thinner too, the hairline retreating in a way that made his forehead look exposed and vulnerable.

But the smile. That smile was exactly the same - the one he'd deployed on our first date, at our wedding, on every occasion he'd needed to make me believe he was someone worth trusting. Charming and practiced and completely hollow, like a display home with no one living inside.

"Hi, Grace."

David.

My body reacted before my mind could catch up. Stomach plummeting, skin going cold - not the cold of winter air but the cold of something internal shutting down, a circuit breaker tripping. The pleasant warmth between my thighs evaporated. The ache that had been humming low in my belly since I'd left the cottage turned to ice. Every nerve that had been primed for pleasure snapped to alert, rerouting to something older and more primitive.

I stood in the doorway of the practice that had rebuilt me, wearing a dress designed for easy access with nothing underneath, and I felt naked in a way that had nothing to do with clothing.

"What are you doing here?" My voice came out flat. Clinical. A nurse's voice delivering results she already knew were bad.

He stood. He was still tall - six feet, a frame that used to fill out well in a suit - but the suit was gone, replaced by a wrinkled flannel shirt and jeans that hung loose on his hips. He looked like a sketch of the man I'd married, the essential lines all present but the substance erased.

"I know this is unexpected." He held up both hands, palms out - the universal gesture of surrender that I'd seen him use on waiters, on my parents, on me. "I should have called. I just - I needed to see you in person."

"You needed to-" I pressed my bag against my hip like a shield. "David, we're divorced. You don't just show up at my workplace."

"I know." He took a step closer. His eyes tracked down my body - a reflex, automatic, the once-over he'd always given me that used to make me feel assessed rather than desired - and something flickered across his face. Recognition, maybe. Or calculation. His gaze lingered on the wrap dress, on the bare skin of my collarbone, on the way the fabric skimmed my waist and hips. I was a different woman than the one he'd left, and he could see it.

"You look incredible, Grace." His voice dropped, aiming for intimate and landing somewhere closer to rehearsed. "Montana agrees with you."

Behind the reception desk, Zara had gone very still. Her bright blue eyes were fixed on David with an alertness I recognized - the same sharp attention she'd shown during Barrett's first visit. Her hand hovered near the intercom.

I gave her the smallest shake of my head. Not yet.

"Let's talk somewhere private," I said.

The conference room was the most neutral private space available. I led David inside and pulled the door shut behind us. The oak table sat between us, and my mind went immediately to the last time I'd been used in this room - legs wrapped around someone on that table, my cries bouncing off the walls. David would never know.

The conference room felt like neutral territory. David pulled out a chair. I didn't sit. Standing felt safer - closer to the door, closer to upright.

"How did you find me?" I asked.

"Your parents. Your mom mentioned Pine Creek." He rubbed the back of his neck. "She said you were working at a medical practice. I looked it up."

My mother. Of course. She'd never understood the divorce - he made one mistake, Grace, marriage is about forgiveness - and she'd been leaving voicemails about reconciliation for months. I'd stopped returning them.

"Grace." David leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his whole body arranged into the posture of a man who'd finally learned his lesson. "I've made terrible mistakes. I know that. Melissa was - she left me. Months ago. And I've been sitting in that apartment alone, thinking about what I threw away."

I watched him the way I'd learned to watch - not his words but his body. His hands, which used to be smooth and manicured, were rough-skinned, the nails bitten to the quick. His left knee bounced in a rhythm that spoke of either nerves or withdrawal. His eyes, when they landed on mine, held the correct amount of remorse - just enough to be convincing, not so much that it looked performed.

But I knew David. I'd spent eight years learning the architecture of his deceptions, and the structure was always the same: earnest eyes, vulnerable posture, a narrative that positioned him as the man who'd finally learned his lesson. He'd used it after I found Melissa's earring in our bathroom. After I discovered the credit card he'd hidden. After every small betrayal that had eroded our marriage like water on limestone until there was nothing left but a hollow shell.

"David," I said. "The marriage has been dead for almost a year, and the divorce made it official. It's done."

"I know. I'm not asking for anything you can't give." He held my eyes - the pause just long enough to suggest he believed I could give more than I thought. "I just wanted to apologize. Face to face. You deserved that. And maybe - if you're open to it - we could talk. Really talk. Like we used to."

The words were right. And my body - the body that had learned to read desire and threat and tenderness in the hands of people who actually meant what they communicated - felt nothing. I felt nothing. A flat recognition, like identifying a species of bird from a field guide.

What I felt instead was an unexpected rush of grief. Not for the marriage - that had been dead long before Melissa - but for the woman who'd believed in it. The woman who'd opened that drawer every morning and debated lace versus cotton. Who'd gone to bed in flannel pajamas beside a man who hadn't touched her in months, who'd convinced herself that the dead bedroom was her failure, her body's inadequacy, her inability to be the kind of woman a man wanted.

I'd stood in this building and been remade. Dr. Blackwood's hands had taught me I was responsive, not broken. Zhang's methodical attention had shown me my body was capable of staggering pleasure. Reyes had opened a door I hadn't known existed. The arrangement had given me back my body, piece by piece, until I stood in it like a woman who'd come home after a long absence.

And now the man who'd driven her out of that body was sitting in a chair five feet away, telling her he was sorry.

"Thank you for the apology," I said. "You should go."

David nodded slowly. He stood, adjusted his shirt - a gesture I recognized as his way of buying time - and looked around the conference room with an unhurried curiosity that made the hair on the back of my neck rise.

"Nice practice," he said. "Seems like a happy team. People here look really... taken care of."

The word hung in the air. I couldn't tell if it was pointed or accidental.

"It's a good workplace."

"Must be." His eyes found mine again, and something shifted behind them - a flicker of something sharper than repentance. "I've actually rented a room at the Pine Creek Inn. Just for a few days. I thought I'd see the town, get some air. Clear my head."

My stomach tightened. "David-"

"It's a free country, Grace." The smile again - but now I could see the edges, the places where charm thinned out and something hungrier showed through. "I'm not here to cause trouble. I just need some time."

I couldn't force him to leave town. Causing a scene would only draw attention - to me, to the practice, to the precarious secret that lived behind these walls. So I stood with my arms crossed and watched my ex-husband walk out of the conference room and through the waiting room and out the front door, and I felt every step he took like a hand closing around my throat.

Zara appeared at my elbow.

"Who was that?" she whispered, her usual bubbly warmth replaced with sharp concern.

"My ex-husband."

Her blue eyes went wide. "Oh, shit."

I didn't go to Dr. Blackwood immediately. I went to the restroom, locked the door, and pressed my back against the cold tile wall, breathing in short, controlled bursts that didn't feel like they were reaching my lungs.

My hands were shaking. Not trembling - shaking, the kind of involuntary full-hand tremor that comes from adrenaline with nowhere to go. I pressed them flat against the wall and focused on the sensation of cool tile under my palms.

Three months. Three months of rebuilding. Of learning what pleasure felt like when it was given freely, when it came from hands that knew your body and voices that wanted you in it. Three months of sleeping naked and waking aroused, of wearing dresses without underwear and feeling powerful instead of exposed, of walking through the practice with the loose confidence of a woman who was desired and used and valued.

And David had erased it in thirty seconds.

Not the confidence itself - that was still there, embedded in my muscles and my posture and the way my hips moved when I walked. But the safety. The feeling that this world was sealed, protected, separate from everything I'd been before. David in that waiting room was a crack in the wall, and I could already feel the old air leaking in - the dead bedroom air, the being-invisible air, the air of a woman whose husband fucked someone else because she wasn't enough.

I looked at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Flushed skin. Bright hazel eyes. Auburn hair falling past my shoulders. The wrap dress that skimmed my curves and hid nothing underneath. I looked like the woman the practice had made me.

I didn't feel like her.

I headed straight for Blackwood's office.

The door was ajar. He sat behind his desk, reviewing charts, sleeves already rolled to the forearms that made me weak in ordinary circumstances. But today the sight of him didn't send the usual pulse of heat through my core. Today it sent something else - a desperate, choking need that was entirely about the way his presence had become the axis around which my new self turned.

"Grace." He looked up, and the shift was instantaneous. I watched it happen - the professional assessment giving way to something sharper, more alert. One look at me and his expression sharpened. My rigid shoulders. My arms crossed tight over my ribs. The way I stood in the doorway instead of entering.

He set down his pen.

"Close the door."

I closed it. He crossed the office and turned the lock - the soft, definitive click that usually meant something else entirely. Then his hand found the small of my back - warm, firm, an anchor pressed against my spine. He pulled me against him, and I went without resistance, my forehead finding the hollow of his throat, my hands fisting in the fabric of his shirt.

"You're trembling." His voice was low, close to my hair. He said it like a diagnosis.

His hand on my back didn't move, but something in his body changed - a tightening, a coiling, the subtle shift of a man whose protective instincts had just locked into gear. His jaw pressed against my temple, and I felt the muscle flex. He didn't ask me to explain. He held me, reading my body the way he always did - the rigid shoulders, the shallow breathing, the way I gripped his shirt like I was afraid of falling.

I told him anyway. The hollow smile, the bitten nails, the way David's eyes had tracked through the practice with something that might have been curiosity or might have been calculation. The Pine Creek Inn, a few days, just clearing his head. All of it delivered against the warmth of his chest with his hand steady on my back and his heartbeat solid under my ear.

He was quiet when I finished. His hand moved up my spine - slow, deliberate, the same path his fingers had traced so many times with a different intent - and settled at the nape of my neck. His thumb pressed into the tight muscle there, and the contact loosened something knotted tight in my chest.

"Look at me," he said.

I lifted my head. His blue eyes were inches from mine, and what I saw in them wasn't the cool authority of the medical director or the dark hunger of a man about to take what was his. It was something I hadn't named yet - something fierce and quiet and focused entirely on me.

He didn't ask if I was okay. He didn't offer platitudes or strategy. He looked at my face, read everything that was written there, and made a decision.

His hands moved to my waist. He turned me - not roughly, not with the commanding efficiency of the arrangement - and guided me toward the leather couch against the wall. The couch where I'd sat for one-on-one check-ins and end-of-day debriefs, where files and medical journals usually piled at one end. He'd cleared it. Or it had been clear already. I couldn't tell and didn't care.

"Sit," he said. The word sounded like a command, but the gentleness in it made it feel like permission.

I sat. The leather was cool through the thin fabric of my dress. He knelt in front of me - Dr. Declan Blackwood, medical director, on his knees on his office floor - and my breath caught - this man, this powerful man, on his knees on the floor for me. My throat tightened.

His hands found the sash at my hip. He untied it slowly, watching my face as the fabric loosened and fell open. The cool air touched my skin - my stomach, my breasts, the bare curve of my hips - and for a moment I felt exposed in the wrong way, the David way, the way that made you want to cover yourself.

Then his hands settled on my thighs, and the warmth of his palms rewired everything.

"There you are," he murmured.

He parted my dress the rest of the way, easing it off my shoulders, his fingers trailing down my arms with a deliberateness that made each inch of skin wake up under his touch. I was naked on his couch, my dress pooled beneath me like a blanket, and his eyes moved over my body with the unhurried attention of a man memorizing something he refused to lose.

He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to the hollow of my throat. His lips were warm. His breath was steady. He kissed down the center of my chest - between my breasts, over my sternum, following the scatter of freckles that mapped my skin - and every press of his mouth felt like a sentence in a language my body already spoke.

My hands found his hair. Salt-and-pepper strands, coarser than they looked, and my fingers tangled in them while his mouth moved lower. He kissed my left breast, then my right - the soft underside first, the sensitive curve where breast met ribs, before his mouth found my nipple and closed around it with a slow, pulling heat that made my spine bow off the leather. My nipples were achingly hard, and when his tongue circled one while his thumb brushed the other, a sound leaked from my throat that I didn't recognize.

He stood, and I watched him unbutton his shirt with steady hands. Broad chest, the dark hair that arrowed down his stomach, the muscular definition of a man who worked a ranch on weekends. His belt. The soft clink of metal, the whisper of leather - sounds my body knew like music, sounds that always sent a flood of wet heat between my thighs. Today the response was slower - the fear didn't vanish, but my body recognized him before my mind could catch up, my thighs parting, slickness returning, the want spreading through me like warmth reclaiming frozen ground.

He lowered himself over me on the couch, and the weight of his body - the solid, warm, undeniable reality of him - pressed me into the leather and made me exhale a shaky breath that carried every ounce of tension I'd been holding since the waiting room. His forearms braced on either side of my head. His hips settled between my thighs. I felt him hard against me, the thick length of his cock pressed along the seam where I was beginning to grow wet again, and the contact made my hips tilt upward in an involuntary offering.

His eyes held mine. Blue, so close they were the only color in the world. His right hand came up and cradled my face - thumb on my cheekbone, fingers along my jaw - and the tenderness of it cracked something open behind my ribs that I'd been holding shut with both hands.

"This is yours," he said. His voice was rough at the edges. "This room. This practice. What we've built here. No one takes it from you."

He shifted his hips, and the blunt head of his cock found my entrance. He paused there - not teasing, not making me wait. Just letting me feel the pressure, the promise, giving me the moment to choose.

I reached between us and guided him inside.

The stretch was slow. He pushed into me inch by careful inch, his eyes never leaving mine, and I felt every fraction of his length - the thick drag of his cock against walls that knew him and wanted him, the way my body opened and yielded and clenched around him in the same breath. My mouth fell open. My fingers dug into his shoulders. He pressed deeper, the blunt head dragging against that tender spot inside me, and the fullness hit deeper than my body - low and aching, like he was pressing into the part of me that had gone cold that morning.

When he was seated fully, his hips flush against mine, he held still. I could feel him pulsing inside me, could feel my own heartbeat clenching around him, and for a long moment we just breathed together. His forehead touched mine. The tip of his nose brushed my cheek.

Then he began to move.

Slow. Deep. A rhythm nothing like the hard, possessive pace he usually set at the desk. Each thrust was deliberate and unhurried, his hips withdrawing until I almost lost him, then pressing back in with a fullness that made my spine arch and my breath catch. His hand slid down to spread my thigh wider, holding me open, and the possessiveness of the gesture made my cunt clench around him. He fucked me like he had all the time in the world - the wet slide of him inside me, the way my walls gripped him on every stroke, the slick sound of our bodies meeting filling the quiet office.

My orgasm didn't build the way it usually did. It gathered. Low in my belly, spreading outward like warmth from a fire, reaching into my thighs and my chest and the back of my throat. His hand stayed on my face, thumb tracing my cheekbone in rhythm with his thrusts, and his eyes held mine with an intensity that made me feel more exposed than nakedness ever could.

"Stay with me," he murmured. "Right here."

I stayed. My legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper. My hips rose to meet each stroke, finding the angle that pressed him against the spot that made my vision blur. The couch leather was warm beneath me now, heated by our bodies, and the small sounds filling the office - the slick evidence of my arousal, his measured breathing going ragged, the soft rhythmic creak of leather - built into something that felt like a conversation between our bodies, each movement an answer to the one before.

The warmth gathered to a crest - inevitable, rising all along beneath the surface. His pace remained steady, each deep stroke stoking it higher, and when his thumb stroked down from my cheekbone to the corner of my mouth and his lips replaced it in a kiss that was almost too gentle, something gave way.

I came in a shuddering wave that traveled from my core outward - through my belly, my chest, my throat - and a sound tore out of me that was half moan, half sob, raw and uncontrolled. My inner walls clenched around him in deep, rolling pulses, and wetness flooded between us. My hands flew to his wrists, gripping hard, holding on to him like the only solid thing in a world that was coming apart. Tears spilled from the corners of my eyes - I couldn't have named the emotion if I'd tried - and my whole body shook against his.

He held me through it. His rhythm slowed but didn't stop, each thrust gentle now, carrying me through the aftershocks while my muscles trembled and my breath came in hitching gasps. His mouth was against my temple, and I heard my name - Grace, Grace - murmured into my skin like a prayer or a promise.

His own release followed mine - a groan low in his chest, his hips pressing deep, the warm pulse of him filling me while his arms tightened and his body shuddered against mine. He stayed inside me afterward, his forehead pressed to my damp hair, his breathing gradually evening out.

The tears were still wet on my temples. He kissed them away - first the left, then the right - and the tenderness of it made fresh ones spill.

"Hey." His voice was soft. His thumb caught a tear at my jaw. "I'm here."

"I know." My voice was wrecked. I didn't try to fix it. "I know you are."

He gathered me against his chest without withdrawing, shifting us on the narrow couch until I was curled against him, his body wrapped around mine. His hand settled at the nape of my neck - our place, the gesture no one else received - and his thumb moved in the slow, grounding circles that my nervous system recognized before my brain could process.

I pressed my face into his neck and breathed him in. Cedar. Clean sweat. The warmth of skin over the steady drum of his heart. My body was still pulsing around him in gentle aftershocks, and the sensation - being held and filled simultaneously - was so far from anything the arrangement was supposed to be that I couldn't categorize it if I tried.

I'd been fucked on his desk before. Bent over it, pressed against it, taken on every surface in this office. This hadn't felt anything like that. My tears were on his collar. His hand was still shaking in my hair. I didn't know what to call it, but my body did.

He didn't name it. Neither did I. But when he finally eased out of me, the loss of him aching between my thighs, he handed me tissues from the side table and helped me sit up. His hands lingered at my waist while I cleaned up and retied my dress, his blue eyes held something that made my chest ache with a fierce, terrified recognition.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Better." I smoothed my hair. My hands were still trembling, but differently now - not from fear but from the kind of full-body release that leaves you hollowed out and clean. "Thank you."

His mouth curved - not his professional half-smile, not the dark satisfaction of a man who'd just fucked his nurse on the desk. Something rarer and more exposed.

"First patient's at eight-thirty," he said. "Get some water."

I left his office with my legs unsteady and my body glowing and two feelings warring in my chest - the deep comfort of being held by a man whose touch could reach every part of me, and the terrifying recognition that what had just happened on that couch was something the arrangement had no category for. The hallway smelled of lavender and antiseptic and the fading echo of cedar, and I walked through it with the careful stride of a woman who'd been taken apart and put back together with her edges in different places.

The rest of the day passed in a strange dual focus. Half of me was the practice's nurse - efficient, capable, administering a flu shot for Mrs. Chen and updating electronic charts and restocking exam room supplies with hands that had stopped shaking by mid-morning. The other half was tuned to a frequency of alarm that kept my neck tight and my eyes returning to the waiting room, to the parking lot visible through the window, to the front door that David had walked through that morning.

Liv noticed at lunch. She'd spent the morning exploring the town's three-block Main Street on Zara's recommendations and discovered that the coffee shop made a passable espresso for a place twelve hundred miles from Chicago. She came back glowing, cheeks pink from mountain air, still riding the high of the previous days' discoveries.

"You look like someone stole your lunch money," she said, dropping into the chair beside mine in the break room.

"David's here."

The glow vanished. Her face went through a transformation I'd seen only once before - the night I'd called her from the parking lot of the apartment I'd shared with David, sobbing, holding an earring that wasn't mine. Warmth to shock to something cold and sharp and protective.

"Here," she repeated. "As in Pine Creek here. As in Montana here."

"He was in the waiting room when I got to work this morning. He's rented a room at the Inn."

"What the fuck." She set down her coffee with enough force to slosh it. "What does he want?"

"He says he wants to apologize."

"Bullshit." The word came out like a bullet. "David doesn't apologize. David performs apology when he wants something. What does he actually want?"

"I don't know yet."

Liv's brown eyes were hot. Her jaw worked, the gold nose ring glinting as her nostrils flared. "Do you want me to handle this? Because I will personally remove him from this town. I'll use his own teeth as the return address."

Despite everything, the corner of my mouth twitched. "Not yet. I just - I needed you to know."

She reached across the table and gripped my hand. Her fingers were steady. Strong. "He doesn't get to do this. He doesn't get to walk into your new life and make it small. You hear me?"

I heard her. And I believed her. But the anxiety sat in my chest like a stone, heavy and cold, and it didn't move for the rest of the day.

At five o'clock, I walked Liv to the parking lot - she'd rented a car on Saturday so she could explore without depending on my schedule. The sun was falling behind the mountains, casting long shadows across the gravel, and the air had that particular Montana crispness that always made me feel like I could breathe all the way to the bottom of my lungs.

"I'll be fine," I told her. "Go eat something. I'll call you tonight."

She hugged me hard, her arms fierce around my shoulders, then pulled back and pointed a finger at my face. "If he shows up at your cottage, you call me first and the police second. In that order."

"Noted."

She drove off. I watched her taillights disappear down the road, then turned back to the building. The front door opened, and Blackwood stepped onto the wraparound porch. He'd taken off his lab coat, sleeves still rolled, and in the evening light he looked less like a medical director and more like a man who'd been waiting to make sure I was all right.

He didn't speak. He just stood there, one hand on the porch railing, his blue eyes steady on mine across the gravel.

I pressed my hand flat against my sternum, where the ache he'd left was still warm, and went to my car.

On the drive home, I passed the Pine Creek Diner. Through the checkered curtains, I saw him.

David sat in a booth by the window, phone pressed to his ear. From that angle he'd have had a clear sightline across Main Street to the practice's parking lot - the wraparound porch, the front door, the staff cars in the gravel. He'd been there a while, judging by the way he was settled into the booth, coffee cup pushed to the side.

He was talking animatedly. Gesturing with one hand, the way he always did when he was selling something - a version of events, an opportunity, himself. His face was lit by the neon sign's buzz, and the expression he wore was nothing like the contrite mask he'd shown me that morning.

He was smiling. The real smile. The one I'd learned to recognize too late - the one that meant David had found an angle. As I passed, I caught one more detail: a small notebook open on the table beside his coffee, and what looked like a list. Staff names. Car descriptions. The practice's hours, written in his cramped handwriting.

My hands tightened on the steering wheel. Through the diner glass, he glanced up and our eyes met for half a second before I was past. I didn't slow down. I didn't stop.

But I saw what was in his face, and it wasn't remorse. It wasn't a man clearing his head in Montana.

It was hunger. The same look he'd worn before every bad gamble, every scheme that had drained our savings - the look of a man who'd spotted an opportunity and was calculating how much it was worth.

I drove the rest of the way home with my jaw clenched, the ache between my thighs still warm from Blackwood, his scent still on my skin, the echo of Grace, Grace still pressed against my temple. David's hunger couldn't erase that. But it could threaten it - threaten everything the practice had built, everything I'd become inside those walls.

I pulled into my cottage driveway and sat in the dark car with my hands on the wheel, and I knew with a certainty that sat in my stomach like swallowed metal that whatever David wanted, an apology wasn't it.


⚜




Chapter 5: Fractures

⚜

Lyra found me in the supply closet Tuesday morning, and for once it wasn't about restocking gauze.

"He talked to me." She closed the door behind her with a quiet click, her green eyes sharp, the crescent moon tattoo behind her ear catching the fluorescent light. "Your ex. At the coffee shop."

My hands stilled on the box of syringes I'd been shelving. "When?"

"Twenty minutes ago. I stopped in for Zhang's Portland blend before my shift." She leaned against the shelving unit, arms crossed, her navy wrap dress pulled tight across her athletic frame. "He introduced himself as your concerned ex-husband. Said he was in town reconnecting. Then he started asking questions."

The cold thing that had taken up residence in my chest since yesterday tightened. "What kind of questions?"

"The kind that sound casual if you're not listening for the edges." Lyra's voice was steady, precise - the same calm she'd shown during Barrett's investigation, the instinct that had made her the first to sense trouble. "How long I'd been at the practice. Whether I enjoyed working here. Whether the staff seemed 'unusually close.' He used that phrase twice - unusually close - and both times he watched my face like he was waiting for something to slip." She paused. "And apparently he's been working the town. Danny at the bar texted me this morning - said a stranger was in there last night asking about the practice, the doctors, whether anyone knew the staff. He bought a round to loosen things up."

"What did you tell him? At the coffee shop."

"That Pine Creek Family Practice is the best workplace I've ever had, that the doctors are excellent, and that I had to get to my shift." She straightened. "Then I came straight here. Grace - he's not visiting. He's fishing."

I set the box of syringes on the shelf and pressed my palms flat against the cool metal surface. The cold steadied me. Lyra waited, her gaze patient but alert, and I felt a rush of gratitude for the woman she'd become - the quiet Portland transplant who now read situations with the sharp eye of someone who'd learned that trust, once it found a place worth protecting, didn't waver.

"I need to tell Blackwood," I said.

"He already knows." Lyra's mouth curved. "Zara was passing the hall when I came to find you - she heard enough through the gap and went straight to him. She's faster than the intercom."

The meeting was brief and held in Blackwood's office with the door locked. Archer stood by the bookshelf, steel-gray eyes absorbing information with military efficiency. Zhang leaned against the window frame, his dark gaze analytical. Blackwood sat behind his desk, blue eyes moving between Lyra and me as we recounted both encounters - David in the waiting room yesterday, David at the coffee shop this morning.

Archer spoke first. "What's his financial situation?"

"Bad," I said. "It was bad when we divorced. Gambling debts, drained savings. Melissa leaving wouldn't have improved things."

Archer nodded once, filing the data. "A man who's desperate and claims he's visiting. What's he actually doing?"

"Reconnaissance," Lyra said. "He asked me about staff happiness like he was building a case study. And he's been buying drinks at the bar, asking questions about the practice to anyone who'd listen."

Blackwood was quiet. His gaze had settled on me with the focused attention I'd come to recognize - not clinical, not possessive, but the particular way he watched me when he was making calculations that involved my safety. His jaw was tight, the muscle flexing beneath salt-and-pepper stubble.

"We don't change our routines," he said. His voice was calm and final. "If David is watching this practice, the worst thing we can do is look like we're hiding something. We continue as normal. Staff should be aware - Archer, brief Vanessa and Elaine. Make sure Zara gets the full picture."

"And David?" I asked.

"David doesn't have proof of anything. He has curiosity and whatever he can piece together from observation." Blackwood's eyes held mine. "If he had evidence, he wouldn't be buying coffee and asking about staff morale. He'd have already played his hand."

Zhang's quiet voice came from the window. "His behavior pattern suggests he's constructing leverage. He's probing for enough suspicion to make a credible threat. The question is what he intends to extract with it."

"Money," I said. The certainty of it sat in my stomach like iron. "It's always money with David."

Blackwood nodded. "Then we're dealing with a desperate man building a bluff. We don't give him material, and we don't flinch." He looked at Archer. "Discreet inquiries. I want to know his financial situation, his employment status, and how long he can afford to stay at the Inn."

"On it." Archer pushed off the bookshelf, his silver hair catching the light. His gaze swept me briefly - assessing, not unkind - before he left.

Zhang straightened from the window. He paused beside me on his way out, and his hand rested on my shoulder for exactly two seconds. A precise, measured contact that communicated something I was too wound up to articulate.

"Your cortisol levels are elevated," he said, studying my face with the detached evaluation I'd grown to find reassuring. "Sustained stress produces physiological effects that compound over time. You need more frequent release."

The clinical delivery shouldn't have made my core clench. It did anyway.

He held my gaze for a beat longer than necessary, then left. The door closed, and I was alone with Blackwood.

He stood and rounded his desk. His hand found the nape of my neck - our gesture - and his thumb pressed into the rigid muscle there, finding the knot of tension that had been building since yesterday. I exhaled, and the sound was shakier than I wanted.

"I'm sorry," I said. "This is my fault. He's my-"

"Don't." The word was quiet but absolute. His thumb continued its slow circles. "This is his doing. Not yours." He tipped my chin up. "Go to Zhang after lunch. Let him take care of you."

I nodded. My body was already responding to the prospect - a flush of heat cutting through the cold anxiety, the familiar softening between my thighs. Even in crisis, the practice's rhythm held. My body knew what it needed before my mind could agree.

Down the hall on my way back to the nursing station, Archer's office door was closed. As I passed, I heard Vanessa's voice from the other side - a low, breathless sound that pitched higher and then cut off, swallowed by the quiet of the building. I kept walking, the sound warm in my chest: the arrangement continuing its ordinary pulse even on a day like this.

At one-thirty, Zhang's voice came over the intercom.

"Grace. Exam room two."

Today the arousal came tangled with something rawer: a desperate need to be overwhelmed, to have the anxiety stripped away by sensation until there was nothing left but nerve endings and breath.

I walked down the hallway with my pulse hammering and my thighs already slick. I'd worn the deep plum wrap dress today - darker and closer-fitting than usual. My nipples were tight and aching, visible through the fabric, and I didn't care. I needed this - needed the clinical precision of Zhang's attention, needed my body taken apart systematically until the fear had nowhere left to hide.

Exam room two. I knocked once and entered.

Zhang stood by the examination table, his white coat immaculate, his dark eyes moving over me with the assessing stillness of a man who'd already mapped the hour ahead. The room was bright - clinical fluorescents, white tile, antiseptic air. The examination table sat in the center, paper stretched across its surface.

"Close the door," he said. "Lock it."

I did. The click of the deadbolt settled something in my chest - a boundary drawn between the hallway where David could be watching and this room where my body was known and expertly used.

"Dress off." He was already rolling his sleeves. "On the table."

I untied the sash and let the dress fall. The cool air kissed my bare skin - stomach, breasts, the curve of my hips, the wetness already glistening between my thighs. Zhang's gaze moved over me with unhurried precision. But today I caught something in the set of his jaw - a tension that might have been concern, carefully filtered through his measured composure.

I hoisted myself onto the table. The paper crinkled beneath me, cool against my bare ass and the backs of my thighs.

"Lie back," he said. "Hands at your sides."

I complied. The paper was cool beneath my shoulder blades. My heart was hammering.

Zhang stepped between my parted knees. His hands settled on my inner thighs, and the contact - clinical but deliberate, his thumbs tracing slow arcs on the sensitive skin - sent a shiver through me that started at my toes.

"Your breathing rate is elevated," he observed. "Heart rate approximately ninety-five based on visible carotid pulse. Your body is processing stress through heightened arousal. This is a documented cortisol-adrenaline feedback loop."

"Zhang-" My voice came out strained.

"I'm going to reduce your cortisol load systematically." His fingers reached the apex of my thighs and traced along my outer folds - a feather-light touch that made my hips jerk off the table. "Each orgasm will decrease tension by measurable increments. I want four."

"Four?" The word escaped as something between a question and a whimper.

"Minimum." He parted my folds with two fingers, and the sound he made - a quiet, evaluative hum - told me what his expression didn't. "You're at peak. We'll start with my hands."

His index finger circled my clit with the precise pressure of a man who'd mapped this exact territory and knew its topography better than I did. Slow circles, maddeningly deliberate, each one tightening the coil in my belly by a fraction. I gripped the edges of the table and tried to breathe.

"Tell me where the sensation is strongest," he said. His free hand spread my thigh wider, holding me open to the clinical light.

"Right - there - exactly there-" My voice cracked.

His finger pressed down, a firm, rolling pressure directly on the hood of my clit. "Here." He repeated the pressure, and I cried out. "Noted."

Two fingers slid inside me - slow, precise, curling upward to find the spot along my anterior wall that he'd identified on our first encounter and had exploited with devastating efficiency ever since. His fingertips pressed and released in a rhythmic pulse, massaging the swollen tissue while his thumb maintained steady circles on my clit.

The dual stimulation built with a speed that caught me off guard. My thighs trembled against his forearms. My breath came in short, sharp bursts. The tightness was still there, wrapped like a fist around my lungs, but Zhang's hands were melting it from the edges inward, each wave of pleasure eroding another layer until the fear started to thin.

"That's it," he said, his voice dropping half a register - the closest Zhang came to encouragement. "Don't resist."

I couldn't have resisted if I'd tried. His fingers curved and pressed and my orgasm crested with a sharpness that snapped my thighs shut around his hand. I came hard - clenching, crying out, my heels drumming against the table's base - and the release was immediate and physical, a wave of tension flooding out of me through every contracting muscle. The panic broke apart. Something in my chest had been holding its breath since yesterday morning, and it finally let go.

"One," Zhang said. He didn't withdraw. His fingers slowed but maintained their position, easing me through the aftershocks with gentle, pulsing pressure. "There. Your body is starting to let go."

He was right. The sharpness in my chest had loosened - not gone, but the edges had blurred, the fear softened by the chemical flood of orgasm. I felt more present in my body than I had all day.

He withdrew, and I felt the absence as a hollow ache. He turned to the counter and opened a drawer. When he returned, he held a small silver vibrator - medical-grade, sleek.

"Different stimulation," he said, switching it on. The hum was low and steady. "I want a full response."

He pressed the vibrator against me without warning - directly on my clit, the vibrations radiating outward through tissue still hypersensitive from the first orgasm. I gasped, my hips bucking, my hands shooting out to brace flat against the paper on either side of me.

"Too much?"

"No - don't stop - please-"

He adjusted the angle, finding the precise position that made my vision blur. The vibrations were relentless and specific, targeting the bundle of nerves with an accuracy that made my whole body hum. His free hand pressed flat against my lower belly - steadying me, grounding me, the firm weight of his palm keeping my hips against the table while the vibrator unwound me from the inside out.

My second orgasm built faster than the first. Deeper, wider. Zhang adjusted the vibrator's frequency - higher, more insistent - and simultaneously slid two fingers back inside me, curling against the anterior wall. The combined stimulation overloaded something in my nervous system, and when the orgasm hit, it wasn't a sharp peak but a rolling, sustained wave that crested and receded and crested again, my body convulsing in rhythmic pulses while the vibrator continued its relentless hum.

I heard myself making sounds I couldn't control - wordless, raw, muffled only by my fist pressed against my mouth. My back arched off the table. My thighs shook. Zhang held the vibrator steady through it all.

My body had gone loose and open - the sharp edge of panic gone, replaced by a flooding warmth that spread from my core to my limbs. I was simply sensation now. Nothing outside this room existed.

"Two." He eased the vibrator away, letting me come down. My breath came in hitching gasps, and tears - not from sadness but from the sheer intensity of release - had gathered at my temples. He gave me thirty seconds, one hand resting on my trembling thigh. "Your physiological response is excellent."

I laughed - a weak, shaking sound. "You can tell that by looking?"

"By the angle of your shoulders when you're lying flat. They've finally dropped." He set the vibrator aside and unbuckled his belt. "The final two will be through penetration. Deeper muscular release."

The clinical framing should have been absurd. Instead, it made my core clench with fresh, desperate need.

He positioned himself between my thighs. His hands gripped my hips, tilting me to the angle he wanted, and I felt him at my entrance - hot, rigid, the blunt head of his cock pressing against flesh that was swollen and slick and aching.

He pushed in slowly. All nine inches, measured and deliberate, his eyes on my face as my body stretched to accommodate him. The fullness was overwhelming - after two orgasms, my walls were sensitized, every ridge and inch of him registering with heightened clarity. My mouth fell open. My hands found his forearms and gripped.

"Breathe," he said.

I tried. He began to move - long, slow strokes that used every inch of his length, withdrawing until just the tip remained before pressing back in with a steady, deep thrust that bottomed out against my cervix. Each stroke was measured, controlled, designed to apply maximum stimulation to the anterior wall while his pelvic bone ground against my clit at the apex of every thrust.

The pace was deliberately unhurried. Zhang maintained his rhythm with unerring steadiness - each stroke identical in depth, pressure, and speed. The consistency was devastating. My body couldn't anticipate variation, couldn't brace for intensity, could only receive the relentless, methodical pleasure that built in layers, each thrust adding another degree of tension to the coil behind my navel.

"Don't hold back," he said, his voice only slightly rougher than conversational.

I couldn't. The third orgasm broke over me in a long, rolling wave - less sharp than the first two, deeper, a full-body release that pulled a moan from the base of my throat and made my inner walls clamp around him in slow, powerful contractions. My legs wrapped around his waist, heels pressing into his lower back, drawing him deeper while I rode it out. The tears that had been gathering spilled over, tracking down my temples into my hair.

And in the wash of the third release, David's face finally slipped away. The shape of him - the hollow smile, the bitten nails, the cold calculation - dissolved. There was only the examination room, only the white ceiling, only Zhang's steadiness inside me.

Zhang didn't stop. He adjusted his pace - slightly faster, the angle shifted to increase pressure on my G-spot - and my hypersensitive body responded immediately, the aftershocks of the third orgasm feeding directly into the build toward a fourth. I was trembling continuously now, my skin flushed from chest to cheeks, the examination paper beneath me damp with sweat and arousal.

"I can't-" The words were barely coherent. "Zhang, it's too-"

"You can." His hands tightened on my hips, holding me steady while his thrusts deepened. "One more. Let your body finish what it needs to finish."

He drove into me with precise, purposeful strokes, each one hitting the spot inside me that made my vision white out. My fingers dug into the crumpled paper, knuckles white, my back arched, my breath coming in ragged sobs. The fourth orgasm came like a wave collapsing - no crest, no warning, just the sudden overwhelming weight of it - tearing through me with a force that locked every muscle in my body and wrenched a cry from my throat that I couldn't have silenced if I'd tried.

I shattered. My inner walls convulsed around him, and I felt myself flooding - a rush of wetness that coated his cock and ran down along my inner thighs. My whole body shook, beyond my control, tears streaming freely now, and the orgasm seemed to go on forever - wave after wave of contractions that left me hollowed out and gasping.

Zhang buried himself deep and held still, his own release a quiet groan, controlled even at the end. His hands stayed on my hips, grounding me, while my body trembled through the last aftershocks. The examination room was silent except for our breathing - mine ragged and hitching, his measured and gradually steadying.

He withdrew and cleaned up with his usual economy of movement. I lay on the table, unable to move. The paper was torn beneath me. I was boneless, tear-streaked, trembling in diminishing waves, and the knot that had lived beneath my ribs since David appeared had been washed out of me. Not permanently, not completely. But my jaw had unclenched. My shoulders were flat to the table. For the first time since David walked into the waiting room, my body was quiet.

Zhang pressed two fingers to my neck.

"How do you feel?"

"Empty," I whispered. "In a good way."

The faintest softening crossed his expression - barely perceptible, there and gone, but real. "Your body needed that. Stress was already wearing you down." He offered me his hand. "Drink water. Eat protein within the hour."

I took his hand and sat up slowly. The room tilted. He steadied me with a grip on my elbow - firm, impersonal, exactly what I needed. I slid off the table on legs that felt like warm sand and retrieved my dress from the floor.

"Zhang?"

He paused at the counter, making notes in his careful handwriting.

"Thank you."

He looked up. His dark eyes held mine for a moment, and in them I saw something I rarely saw - an acknowledgment that extended beyond the clinical, a recognition that what had happened on this table was treatment and intimacy simultaneously, and that the line between the two had never been as clean as his language implied.

"Same time Thursday," he said. "Your body will need maintenance."

I spent the rest of the afternoon in a state of wrung-out calm that made my nursing duties feel almost meditative. Vitals, charts, patient follow-ups - the mundane rhythm of healthcare that had been my anchor since I'd arrived in Pine Creek. My body was still humming with the residual charge of four orgasms, and every time I sat down, the tender ache between my thighs pulled me back to Zhang's examination table with a soft pulse of remembered sensation.

Around three-thirty, I was passing the hallway outside exam room two when I heard it: Liv. Unmistakably Liv - a sharp, involuntary cry that pitched into a low moan, followed by an emphatic "oh my god" that she made no apparent effort to muffle. A pause. Then a second sound, wordless and arching, that I recognized because I'd made it myself on that same table.

I stood outside the closed door for a moment, listening to the chaotic, uninhibited music of my best friend being thoroughly dismantled, and I laughed - a quiet, private laugh pressed behind my fingers. There was something clarifying about it: the reminder that this world continued turning, warm and alive, regardless of the shadow David had dragged into it.

The door opened, and Liv emerged.

Her dark hair was wrecked. The emerald wrap dress was retied at a crooked angle, and her olive skin was flushed from her chest to her cheekbones. She was grinning so wide her eyes were nearly shut, and she walked with the deliberate, leg-crossing careful gait of a woman who'd been very thoroughly handled.

Zhang appeared in the doorway behind her, impeccable, not a hair displaced. He caught my eye with the faintest raised eyebrow - she's even louder the second time - and retreated into his office.

"Grace." Liv caught my arm as she passed. Her voice was hoarse. "That man is a national treasure. I don't care what it costs, I'm staying in Montana forever. I'll learn to ride a horse. I'll fight a bear."

I laughed - a real, full laugh that loosened the last of the tightness in my chest. "You're a mess."

"I'm a masterpiece." She tucked a strand of damp hair behind her ear. "Three. He gave me three. And the thing he does with his fingers-"

"I know."

"-where he just presses and then holds it, and you can feel your actual soul leaving your body-"

"I know."

She studied my face, and the giddy post-orgasm haze sharpened into something more perceptive. "You look better than you did this morning."

"Zhang scheduled a session."

"The cortisol thing?"

"The cortisol thing."

She squeezed my arm. "Good. Your body needed it." She paused. "Any sign of that walking dumpster fire?"

"Not today. Archer's doing recon."

"Good." Her jaw set with the same protective fierceness she'd shown at lunch yesterday. "Let me know if you need me to do anything. I mean it. Anything."

She headed toward the break room, and the comfort of her presence - proof that my two worlds could coexist - lasted until seven-fifteen that evening.

I was at the cottage alone - Liv had gone to dinner at the Timber Grill with Zara, who'd adopted her like a stray cat from the moment they'd met - when the knock came. Not at the front door but at the kitchen door, the one that opened onto the small back yard, and the wrongness of that registered in my body before my mind caught up.

I set down my mug of tea and went to the door. Through the glass panel, David's face was lit by the yellow porch light. He looked different without the contrite mask - leaner, sharper, his eyes carrying an energy that made the hair on my arms stand up.

I opened the door two inches. "It's after seven. What do you want?"

"Grace." He leaned against the frame, casual, as if he dropped by the back doors of ex-wives regularly. "Can we talk?"

"We talked yesterday. I asked you to leave."

"I know you did. But I've been thinking." His eyes moved past me into the cottage, cataloguing the space with a quick, assessing sweep. "Nice place. Cozy. Must be comfortable on a nurse's salary."

The emphasis was deliberate. I felt it land in my stomach.

"What are you getting at?"

He straightened. The charming smile dropped like a mask he'd decided was no longer useful, and what was underneath made me take a half-step back. Not anger - David had never been violent. Something colder. Calculated.

"I've been in this town for two days, Grace. I've watched the practice. I've talked to people." His voice was conversational, almost pleasant. "People notice things, Grace. Paychecks, cars. I asked around - your practice pays very, very well for a town this size."

My blood went cold. I gripped the door handle.

"And the staff," he continued. "Every woman in that building looks a little too satisfied. All day. And the things I've overheard - the way your boss looks at you-" He whistled softly. "Something's going on at that practice, Grace. I wonder what the medical board would say."

"You don't know what you're talking about." My voice was steady. My hands were not.

"Maybe." He pushed off the door frame, and the motion was easy, untroubled - a man who'd found his leverage and was savoring the weight of it. "Maybe I'm wrong. Probably I am." He held my gaze. "But maybe it's worth having a conversation about. You, me, a reasonable discussion between two adults about what would happen if I shared my observations with the wrong people."

"Get off my property." The words came out in the flat voice I'd used on that first morning - a nurse delivering bad results.

He raised his hands, palms out. That gesture again. "Think about it, Grace. That's all I'm asking."

He turned and walked around the side of the cottage, and I listened to his footsteps crunch on the gravel until they faded to silence. Then I locked the kitchen door and the front door and the bathroom window that didn't latch properly, and I stood in my living room with my hands shaking and the taste of bile in my throat.

He didn't have proof. Blackwood had said it, Blackwood was right. But proof didn't matter - he just needed to be loud enough, public enough. I thought of Zara's desk empty, the reception counter stripped bare. The exam rooms dark. The building that had rebuilt me standing silent while the world outside picked it apart. What David needed wasn't evidence. He needed noise.

I picked up my phone and called Blackwood.

He answered on the second ring. "Grace."

"He came to my cottage." The words tumbled out, and I heard my own voice break at the edges. "He knows about the salaries. He's been watching - the staff. He threatened to call the medical board."

A pause. One breath. Two.

"Come to me." His voice was calm, low, and absolute. "The practice. Now."

I didn't change. I didn't think. I grabbed my keys and drove the eleven minutes through the dark Montana night with the mountains black against a sky full of stars and my hands white on the steering wheel.

The practice's parking lot was empty except for Blackwood's SUV. A single light burned in his office, visible through the wraparound porch. I crossed the gravel on unsteady legs, the night air cold on my bare arms, and stepped inside. The familiar blend of lavender and antiseptic hit differently in the dark - quieter, more intimate, the building stripped down to its bones.

His office door was open. He stood behind his desk, jacket off, sleeves rolled, exactly as I'd left him that morning. But the expression on his face had changed. His blue eyes were harder, the jaw tighter. The man waiting for me wasn't the gentle lover from yesterday's couch. He was the one whose territory had been threatened.

I stopped in the doorway, breathing hard.

He crossed to me. Locked the door. Took my wrists in both hands.

"Look at me."

I looked. His blue eyes searched mine, reading everything - the fear, the anger, the desperate need to have the evening erased by something stronger.

He didn't ask me to recount it. His hands closed on my waist and he lifted me - actually lifted me - and set me on the edge of the desk. Then he stepped between my legs and pressed his forehead to mine, breathing hard through his nose, his jaw flexing.

"I need you to let me have you."

The words hit me low and hard. I wanted it - the simplicity of it, the relief of handing myself over to someone whose hands I trusted completely. I leaned back on my palms, the mahogany cool under my fingers, and opened my knees wider. The office smelled of leather and him, and the scent wrapped around my nervous system like a sedative.

He pushed my dress up over my hips, bunching the fabric at my waist. His hands gripped the bare curves of my thighs - hard, deliberate, his fingers pressing into the soft flesh with an intensity that would leave marks. The night air hit the wetness between my legs - because despite everything, despite the fear and the anger and David's cold calculation, my body had started responding the moment his voice came through the phone. I was soaked. I hated it and I needed it in equal measure.

His buckle rasped open. The sound was low and deliberate, and I heard leather slide free of loops. My body knew that sound in its bones.

He pulled me to the very edge of the desk and drove into me, and the force of it arched my back and stole the breath from my lungs. No gradual stretch, no measured introduction - just the thick, relentless fullness of him splitting me open, his grip bruising on my thighs, holding me open and pinned while he buried himself to the hilt.

I cried out. The sound bounced off the office walls, too loud in the empty building. He withdrew almost entirely, the drag of his cock against my swollen walls pulling a whimper from my throat, and then slammed back in with a force that made the desk scrape across the floor and my hands scramble for purchase on the wood.

"Let him threaten." His voice was rough, low, fierce. His pace was relentless - deep, punishing thrusts that rocked my entire body against the desk, his grip adjusting to hold me exactly where he wanted me. "He still doesn't get you. He doesn't get to take anything from you."

Each word punctuated by a thrust that hit the deepest part of me and made my vision blur. My legs locked around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper. His forehead pressed against mine, his breath ragged and hot on my mouth, and the intimacy of it - eyes open, faces inches apart, nothing hidden - was almost harder to bear than the force.

His hand found my hip, fingers digging into the soft flesh beside my butterfly tattoo, and the grip anchored me - to the desk, to this room, to the life I'd built inside these walls. His other hand braced behind my neck, tilting my face up to his, and the position - legs spread wide on his desk, held open and claimed - stripped away every thought except the sensation of being taken, possessed, used for a purpose that was both raw and protective.

My orgasm crashed. One moment I was clinging to his shoulders with desperate fingers, and the next I was shattering, my inner walls clenching around him so hard my whole body seized. A cry tore from my throat - ragged, raw, his name breaking apart on my tongue - and tears spilled down my cheeks. Not from pain. From the specific relief of a body that had been wound tight since yesterday finally being forced to let go.

He groaned - deep, guttural, the sound vibrating through his chest into mine - and his rhythm faltered, his hips driving deep one final time. The hot pulse of his release filled me while his hand slid from my neck into my hair, cradling my skull with the tender possessiveness that was only mine, his thumb making one slow circle against my temple while his body went still against mine.

We stayed like that. My legs still wrapped around him, his forehead against my shoulder, his breath harsh against my collarbone. His hand gentle in my hair while his cock softened inside me. The tears were still wet on my cheeks. Between my thighs, the mingled evidence of our release gathered warm and slick against my skin.

His mouth found my ear. "He doesn't win, Grace. I promise you. He doesn't win."

I believed him. My body had believed him before the words. The knot that had lived beneath my ribs all day had loosened to something manageable, pressed back by the warmth of his body and the weight of his hands and the absolute certainty in his voice.

When he finally withdrew, the warmth of him was gone all at once, and I felt it like cold pressing in at the edges. He smoothed my dress down over my hips, his palms lingering on the curve of my waist. I pushed myself upright on trembling arms, and he caught me - both hands on my waist, steadying me against the desk until my legs remembered how to hold me.

I turned to face him. His blue eyes were softer now, the fierce edge tempered by something that looked like it cost him. His collar was open, his breathing still rough.

"Stay?" I whispered. I wasn't sure what I was asking - stay in the office, stay the night, stay in whatever we'd become. All of it.

His hand came up and wiped the tears from my cheek with his thumb. "I'm not going anywhere."

He pulled me against his chest, his arms wrapping around me with a tightness that left no room for doubt. I pressed my face into the hollow of his throat and breathed him in - the heat trapped in his open collar, the salt at his throat, the faint trace of woodsmoke that had followed him in from the ranch. His heartbeat was steady under my cheek, and I let his solidity hold me up while the last of the trembling faded.

Tomorrow, David would still be at the Inn. Tomorrow, the threat would still be real. But tonight, in this office, with tears drying on my face and the evidence of what we'd done still warm between my thighs, I was held. Claimed. Protected.

I pressed closer and let myself stay there.


⚜




Chapter 6: Exposed

⚜

Wednesday morning, and I told them everything.

Blackwood called the meeting before the practice opened - 7:45 AM, his office, door locked. I'd texted Liv before leaving the cottage: Core staff only. Stay home. I'll call you after. Her reply came in thirty seconds: I will be furious on your behalf. Now go. I'd pulled out of the driveway with the warmth of that still in my chest.

Archer stood by the bookshelf with his arms folded, silver hair catching the early light, his steel-gray eyes already processing before I'd said a word. Zhang leaned against the windowsill, motionless by the window. Reyes sat on the arm of the couch, her dark eyes bright with something I recognized as controlled fury, her olive skin flushed at the collarbone. Lyra stood beside me, close enough that her shoulder touched mine.

Blackwood sat behind his desk. His blue eyes were on me - steady, patient, giving me the floor.

I told them about the kitchen door. David's voice through the glass, casual and calculating. The way he'd dropped the mask - no more apologies, no more let's-just-talk. The salaries. The satisfied staff. The threat of the medical board. Every word came out clear and clinical, delivered in the flat nurse's voice that had become my armor, but my body betrayed me: flushed skin spreading up from my chest, eyes that couldn't hold anyone's gaze for longer than a second, shoulders curved inward. I waited, braced for the sound of my own name in someone's mouth as accusation.

It didn't come.

"He said satisfied?" Reyes's accent thickened on the word. "He looked at us - at Grace - and decided our happiness was his leverage?"

"He doesn't need it to be true," Archer said, his voice clipped. "He needs it to be loud."

"His financial situation confirms the motive." Zhang spoke from the window without turning. "Desperate men overplay weak hands. The question is whether he's made contact with anyone who matters - media, licensing boards - or if he's still in the leverage-building phase."

"He's still building." Blackwood's voice cut through the room with quiet finality. "If he'd already made a call, we'd know. He came to Grace's home because he wanted her afraid. Afraid people pay."

The room absorbed that. I stood in the center of it, heat crawling up my neck, my fingers laced so tightly the knuckles were white. The guilt was physical - a weight on my chest, a tightness behind my eyes. I'd brought David into their world. Not deliberately, not by choice, but the man sitting at the Pine Creek Inn calculating the price of their secrets had tracked me here.

"I'm sorry." The words came out smaller than I intended. "He followed me here. This is-"

"Stop." Blackwood held up one hand. Not angry. Absolute. "This practice protects its own. That's not a policy - it's how this works. Archer."

Archer straightened, and the shift was visible - the practice manager becoming something older and more precise, the military bearing clicking into gear. "I'll have what we need by end of day. Enough to know what we're dealing with. I'll coordinate."

"Do it." Blackwood looked at each of them in turn. "We don't change routines. We don't give him a reaction. And we don't let Grace carry this alone."

Reyes uncrossed her legs and stood. Her gaze found mine, and what I saw there wasn't pity - it was something fiercer and more intimate, the look of a woman who understood what it cost to have the ground shift under your feet. She was angry at David the way only someone protective could be angry - not on her own behalf, but on mine.

"Grace." Her voice was warm and firm. "Come with me. Lyra too."

I looked at Blackwood. He gave me the smallest nod.

Exam room three. Reyes locked the door and the lock caught with a sound that was different, somehow, from the hallway - the building changed quality once that click registered, the air thickening into something private and guarded. The lights were still at full clinical brightness, hard-edged, but when Reyes reached past me and dimmed them to half, the room's nature shifted entirely. Shadows gathered at the walls. The antiseptic air softened, cut by the faint trace of jasmine that came from her skin.

"Sit," she told me, gesturing to the table.

I sat. The paper crinkled beneath me - a sound so ordinary, so rooted in the daily body of this place, that the familiarity was itself a kind of steadying. Lyra leaned against the counter, her green eyes moving between Reyes and me with a quiet alertness.

Reyes stood in front of me, close enough that I could smell her. The jasmine, and beneath it the warmer note that had wound itself into my body's memory months ago - the scent I associated with being undone in ways that put me back together.

She cupped my face in both hands, her thumbs tracing the shadows under my eyes.

"You need this," she said. Not a question. Not an invitation. A diagnosis delivered with the same authority Blackwood used when he said bend over - the tone that bypassed conscious thought and spoke directly to whatever in me understood that surrender was its own kind of strength.

"I know," I whispered.

"Lyra." She didn't take her eyes from mine. "Lock the supply cabinet. Bring the black case from the bottom drawer - I want the lube and wipes."

I heard Lyra move behind me - the soft click of a lock, the slide of a drawer, the quiet zip of a case. Reyes's hands dropped from my face to the sash at my hip.

"Arms up, querida."

I raised my arms, and she unwrapped me. The ivory dress fell open and slid down my shoulders, pooling at my waist. Cool air touched my bare breasts, my stomach. My nipples hardened immediately - from the temperature, from Reyes's proximity, from the focused intention in her dark eyes as they moved over my body.

She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to the center of my chest, directly over my sternum. The kiss was slow and deliberate, her full lips warm against the scatter of freckles. Then her hands slid the dress the rest of the way down until I was naked on the examination table.

"Lie back," she murmured.

I lay back. The paper was cool beneath my shoulder blades, my bare ass. I was already wet - had been since her hands touched my face. Reyes straightened and pulled her own wrap dress open with an economy that was all confidence. Olive skin, the voluptuous curves I'd traced with my own hands, her full 38DD breasts spilling free. She wore a harness beneath the dress - black leather, already fitted, the silicone length catching the half-light in a way that made my breath go shallow. She'd come to the meeting prepared. She'd known I'd need this before I did.

Reyes stepped between my spread thighs and lowered herself, and her mouth found me with the unhesitating precision of someone who'd mapped this territory thoroughly and returned to it with purpose. Her tongue traced slow, flat strokes through my folds, then narrowed to hard, deliberate flicks against my clit while two fingers slid inside and curled upward. The dual stimulation made my hips jerk off the table.

"That's it, querida," she murmured against me. "Let your body remember what it knows."

"Lyra." Reyes's voice was low, commanding, without breaking contact. "On the table. Over her face."

Lyra appeared in my peripheral vision - she'd undressed while Reyes was unwrapping me, her navy dress folded neatly on the counter. Her athletic body was flushed with anticipation, the crescent moon tattoo behind her ear vivid against pink skin, her small breasts rising and falling with quickened breath. She climbed onto the examination table, and positioned herself above me, knees on either side of my head.

I looked up. Lyra's green eyes looked down into mine, her dark brown hair falling in a curtain around both our faces.

"Hey," she said softly. "I've got you."

She lowered herself.

The first taste of Lyra - warm, salt-sweet, slick against my mouth - sent a pulse of heat through my core that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the particular intimacy of a woman trusting you with her body. My tongue found her clit, and her thigh muscles clenched beside my ears. A small, sharp sound escaped her.

Below, Reyes worked me with devastating patience - tongue and fingers building the tension in steady, calculated increments, each stroke targeting the same spot until my hips ground down involuntarily. My hands gripped Lyra's thighs - smooth, muscular, trembling. I worked her in slow focused circles while the sensation between my own thighs climbed toward something overwhelming, the dual attention fracturing my concentration in the best possible way.

Lyra came first - her thighs clamping around my head, hips grinding down, a strangled cry that vibrated through both of us. I held her there, tongue working through the contractions, hands firm on her shaking thighs, until she shuddered and went slack.

She didn't move off the table. Instead she shifted her weight forward, her hips rising from my face so she could lean down over me, her hands finding my breasts with warm, steadying pressure. Her lips grazed my temple. "Still here," she breathed. "I've got you."

Reyes sat up from between my thighs, her mouth wet, her dark eyes bright. She dragged her thumb through my wetness and brought it to her lips, tasting me with an expression that made my core clench around nothing. I was desperate for her - the slow build she'd engineered had wound me so tight that when I spread my knees wider without being told, reaching for her with open thighs, it was the most honest thing I'd done all morning.

She saw it. The corner of her mouth curved.

She positioned the strap-on at my entrance, her hands gripping my hips, and paused. One held breath. Then she pushed inside.

The silicone filled me in a smooth, relentless slide - a deep, specific pressure that drove a cry from my throat and made Lyra's hands tighten on my breasts. Not like Blackwood's heat, not that familiar pulse, but commanding in Reyes's hands in a way that was entirely its own - smooth and unyielding, and when Reyes set her rhythm, steady and full-depth, the difference ceased to matter. What mattered was the depth. What mattered was Reyes's hands on my hips, gripping me like she owned me, and the deliberate grind of each thrust that bottomed out and sent sparks up my spine.

"Breathe," Reyes said, her voice thick with her accent. Her hands adjusted - one firm on my hip, the other pressing flat against my lower belly to feel the thrusts from outside. "Feel it."

I breathed. Each stroke drove me back against the table with a force that made the paper tear beneath me. Lyra leaned forward further, her breasts brushing my face, her mouth finding my throat and staying there - soft, open kisses against my pulse point while her hands worked my nipples with the rolling, pulling pressure that she knew from months of paying attention went straight to where Reyes was filling me.

The combined input stacked: Lyra's mouth at my throat and her fingers on my nipples, Reyes's thrusts driving deep and rhythmic between my spread thighs, each impact of her hips against the inside of my legs sending Lyra's teeth grazing my pulse. I couldn't hold the pieces apart. Every thrust from Reyes knocked Lyra's pressure deeper against my chest, and the doubled pull - suction above, fullness below - made my whole body shake.

"You're safe here," Reyes said. Her pace was steady, relentless, exactly the tempo of something that intended to finish what it started. "Let go."

My hands found Lyra's waist, gripping hard, anchoring myself to her warmth while Reyes drove deeper. The orgasm built without the warning I usually got - no slow crest, no tightening coil - just the sudden, total arrival of it, my inner walls clenching around the strap-on in long, deep contractions while my cry came out muffled against Lyra's skin. The pleasure was fierce and specific, pulse after pulse, Reyes's continued thrusts extending each wave until the orgasm stopped being a discrete event and became something sustained and overwhelming - my body shaking between their hands, my thighs locked around Reyes's hips, my face pressed into the warm curve of Lyra's waist.

Reyes fucked me through every aftershock. Her pace slowed only when my contractions eased to trembling, and even then she held deep, pressing her weight forward, hands steadying my hips as my body quieted.

Lyra stroked my hair, her palm warm at the crown of my head. She didn't speak. She didn't need to.

Reyes withdrew slowly. The loss was sharp and hollow. She leaned down and pressed her lips to the butterfly tattoo on my right hip - a deliberate, unhurried press - and then straightened.

"There," she said.

I lay on the table with tears drying at my temples - the same involuntary release that came with Blackwood on the couch, the kind that lived too deep in muscle for conscious control. Reyes dressed with her usual efficiency, the harness coming off in one practiced motion and disappearing into the black case alongside the lube and wipes. Her dress retied in seconds. Lyra smoothed her hair and buttoned her dress with steady hands. I sat up slowly, the room tilting once and then righting.

Lyra reached over and helped me with my sash. Her green eyes held mine while she tied it.

"You carry nothing alone in this building," Reyes said. "Remember that."

"Thank you." My voice was raw from the inside out.

Reyes cupped my chin - a brief, precise gesture. "Whenever you need it. That's what we do."

The morning shifted back to its clinical rhythm. Patients arrived at 8:30 - Mr. Kowalski for his biweekly visit, a young mother with a toddler's ear infection, a college student needing vaccinations. I moved through vitals and charting with the deep-bodied quiet that had replaced the morning's dread. My hands were steady. My shoulders had dropped two inches. The warmth from the exam room still held in my skin like borrowed heat, and I moved through the building wearing it like an invisible layer.

Lyra appeared at my elbow in the hallway at nine-fifteen, collected her own stack of charts, and without a word took the next intake from my hands. No explanation required. That was Lyra.

Around eleven, Zara's voice crackled through the intercom with an edge I'd never heard from her before.

"Dr. Blackwood. There's a - there's a man here who says he needs to speak with you."

The borrowed warmth went cold.

I was in the hallway outside exam room one. Lyra took the chart from my hands in the same motion, covering the station without being asked, and I walked to the waiting room before I could think myself out of it.

David stood at the reception desk, one hand braced on the counter, leaning into Zara's space with a smile that made my stomach turn. He wore a fresh shirt - checked, pressed, a man who'd dressed for the occasion. His eyes were sharp and alert, as if the prospect of money had fed him overnight.

"Grace." He acknowledged me without surprise. "I was just asking your lovely receptionist if-"

"Dr. Blackwood will see you in his office," Zara said. Her voice was steady, but her bright blue eyes were glacial. She pressed the intercom button. "Dr. Blackwood, your visitor is here."

"Send him back." Blackwood's voice, calm and final.

David looked at me. The smile widened. Then he pushed past me - his shoulder deliberately against mine in the narrow hallway, a contact that made my skin crawl - and walked toward Blackwood's office with the stride of a man who believed he was ahead.

I followed. Not inside - I stopped just outside the office door, which David had left ajar in his confidence. Through the gap, I heard everything.

"Dr. Blackwood." David's voice was warm, practiced, the pitch he used when he wanted someone to underestimate him. "Thank you for seeing me."

"Sit down, David." Blackwood's voice carried none of its usual warmth. Clinical. The voice of a man who'd measured the weight of what sat across from him and already found it wanting.

A pause. The creak of a chair.

"I'll be direct," David said. "I've spent a few days in your town. I've talked to people. Watched the practice, the staff, the way things run here." A beat. "Something's going on behind these doors. I don't need to know exactly what. I just need to say it loud enough. One complaint to the board, one call to a reporter - doesn't matter if anyone can prove a thing. You put 'sex' and 'family practice' in the same sentence and this town empties your waiting room for you. That ends careers."

Silence. Then, with the conspiratorial ease of a man who'd rehearsed this and convinced himself it was a reasonable business transaction:

"I'm not unreasonable. Fifty thousand dollars. Cash. And I'm gone - no calls, no complaints. You'll never hear from me again."

The silence that followed was long enough that I heard my own heartbeat, rapid and thin, in my ears. My hands were pressed flat against the hallway wall. I was still warm from the exam room. My body remembered being held between two pairs of hands, remembered Reyes's rhythm and Lyra's mouth at my throat, and the contrast between that warmth and the cold, mealy sound of David's voice was so stark it nearly made me sick.

When Blackwood spoke, his voice was quiet. Not angry. Something past anger - the controlled authority of a man who had assessed a threat and found it beneath contempt.

"You walked into my practice. You harassed my staff. You went to my nurse's home at night and threatened her." Each sentence hit flat and certain. "And now you're sitting in my office asking me for money."

"I'm offering you a solution," David said. But I heard the first crack - a thinness in his voice, the bravado losing its footing.

"Leave my practice, David."

"Dr. Blackwood, I think you should consider-"

"Leave. My. Practice."

The chair scraped. Footsteps - faster than the confident stride that had brought David in. I pressed myself against the hallway wall as he emerged from the office, and his face was a mask I recognized: not shaken, not rattled - recalculating. His jaw was set. His eyes moved past me without really seeing me. One corner of his mouth lifted, just slightly, the half-smile of a man who had not abandoned his position and intended for me to know it.

He walked down the hallway, through the waiting room where Zara watched him with ice-blue eyes, and out the front door.

I stood in the hallway for three full breaths. The heat from the exam room had gone. My legs were uncertain. David's half-smile lived behind my sternum like a swallowed stone - the quiet, deliberate confidence of it, the way he'd left without any performance of defeat. He wasn't done. He was just changing rooms.

Then I walked into Blackwood's office on legs that felt borrowed.

He was standing behind his desk, both hands braced on the wood, head slightly bowed. When he heard me, he straightened. One look at my face and he was moving - around the desk, across the office, his hands coming up to cup my face before his arms pulled me in.

I gripped his forearm - one hand finding the solid muscle just below his rolled sleeve, holding there a moment while my legs steadied. Then his arms closed around me properly, and I pressed my forehead to his chest, my hands fisting in the fabric of his shirt.

"I heard everything," I said. My voice was thin. Distant.

His jaw pressed against the top of my head, the muscle tight with a fury he hadn't shown David. His hand came up to my hair, fingers threading through the auburn strands and gripping at the base with the possessive, anchoring firmness that was his and only his. My body responded even through the shock - the conditioned heat that his hands produced, softer than desire right now, more like the warmth of being recognized. My skin, still sensitized from the exam room, registered every point of contact with Reyes's work and Blackwood's grip overlapping, layered, different hands on the same body.

"I will not let him take this from us." Low, fierce, spoken into my hair so that the words vibrated through his chest and into mine. The word sat between us - us - and neither of us examined it, and neither of us let it go.

His heart was hammering against my cheek. This man - controlled, authoritative, who commanded a room by existing in it - had a heart hammering against my cheek because of this, because of David's half-smile and the fifty thousand dollars and everything the practice was to all of them. Because the word he'd used was us, and his body knew it even if his mouth wouldn't say it again.

I pressed closer. His arms tightened. Through the office window, the Crazy Mountains held the morning light in their snowcapped peaks, and the practice hummed around us - Zara's voice answering the phone, the distant murmur of patients in the waiting room, the quiet machinery of the world David thought a bluff could dismantle.

I stayed in Blackwood's arms until my breathing steadied. When I finally pulled back, his blue eyes searched my face with something raw and unguarded.

"Archer is handling it," he said. "He has what he needs. We'll know more soon."

"And then?"

His thumb traced my jaw. The tenderness in the gesture made my throat ache.

"Then we end this. On our terms."

I nodded. He kissed my forehead - a press of lips so gentle it cracked something open in my chest - and released me.

I walked back to the nursing station and picked up where I'd left off. Vitals for Mr. Kowalski. Chart updates. The mundane rhythm of care.

But something had shifted. The guilt I'd carried into the morning meeting - the burning certainty that David was my fault, my failure - had been replaced by something steadier. The practice had closed ranks around me. Not just Blackwood - all of them. Archer's precision, turned like a weapon toward my problem. Reyes's fierce hands in the half-lit exam room. Zhang's analytical calm. Lyra's shoulder against mine, her hands quiet on my chart when it mattered. Zara's ice-blue eyes following David out the door.

I touched my gold anklet through the fabric of my dress and felt the small charm press against my ankle bone.

This practice protects its own. For the first time since David had walked into the waiting room, I believed it.


⚜




Chapter 7: Reckoning

⚜

Archer had given Blackwood the essentials Wednesday night; the full report arrived Thursday morning, delivered in his clipped military cadence to a locked office with the blinds drawn.

"Terminated from Hartfield Analytics in September." He set a slim folder on Blackwood's desk without ceremony. "Gambling debts totaling eighty-two thousand dollars across three creditors, two of which have initiated collections. His apartment in Chicago is mid-repossession. Melissa Voss filed a restraining order in November. He's been living out of motel rooms since January."

I sat in the chair across from Blackwood's desk and let each fact land in my body like a stone dropping into still water. Archer's clipped delivery did something to the fear I'd been carrying - named it, measured it, stripped it of the shapeless power it had over me in the dark. Eight years married to this man, and here were the numbers: eighty-two thousand, three hundred and twelve, sixty-five a night.

"His bank account?" Blackwood asked.

"Three hundred and twelve dollars as of Tuesday. He can afford four more days at the Inn, five if he skips meals." Archer's steel-gray eyes found mine briefly. "He's running on fumes. He needs money now."

Zhang spoke from his post by the window. "A man with nothing left to lose will swing harder."

"Agreed." Blackwood's gaze was fixed on the folder. "But he's made a critical miscalculation. He has no evidence. His leverage is bluster - the threat of saying something loud enough to do damage." His jaw tightened, the muscle working beneath salt-and-pepper stubble. "If we can get him to admit that on record, it collapses."

The room went quiet. Archer's expression shifted - a subtle straightening, the military strategist emerging from behind the practice manager.

"I have a proposal," he said.

Archer laid it out in three clipped steps, and with each one the knot behind my ribs loosened a fraction.

David had no proof. He knew it. We knew it. But if he said it out loud - if he laughed about bluffing into the right ear - it stopped being suspicion and became proof of a very different kind. What Archer proposed was a controlled environment where David would say that, on record, in his own voice.

The weapon was Liv.

"She knew him during the marriage," Archer said. "He'll recognize her. That's not a liability - it's the advantage. He'll assume she's on his side, or at least gullible enough to be charmed. Grace's best friend showing up sympathetic validates his narrative. He'll let his guard down."

"And then?" Blackwood asked.

"She keeps a recording running and her phone connected on a live line. He talks. We listen." Archer's voice was flat, precise. "By the time he realizes what's happened, we have his own words confirming he has nothing. Barrett's political connections ensure he leaves Pine Creek for good."

He glanced at me as he said this last part. "Liv starts a voice memo before she walks into the bar. I'll patch the call through an app that logs the audio on both ends. Two records. Nothing gets lost."

I opened my mouth - I wasn't sure for what. To ask when I'd been consulted, maybe, or to object to Liv being put in a room with David. But Blackwood's gaze found mine across the desk, and what I saw there stopped the words in my throat. Not dismissal. Not the authority of a man making a decision over my head. Something closer to trust me - the same look he gave me when his voice said let go.

"Your role," he said, speaking directly to me now, "is to wait. To trust us."

The word trust sat in the air between us, weighted with everything the last five days had poured into it. My body ached from carrying David's threat, and the idea of handing that weight to someone else - to all of them - produced a physical sensation: a loosening behind my ribs, like a fist slowly opening.

"Okay," I said.

Blackwood held my gaze for a beat longer. Then he nodded.

Liv took the news like she'd been waiting for it.

I found her in the break room after the meeting - perched on the counter, bare legs swinging, the emerald wrap dress she'd adopted as her uniform riding high on her thighs. She was eating an apple and texting Zara. When I told her what was planned, her expression went through a transformation that took exactly three seconds: surprise, comprehension, and then a fierce, delighted fury that made her look like a woman who'd finally been handed the thing she'd been reaching for.

She set the apple down. Her brown eyes were bright, gold flecks catching the break room light like sparks.

"Let me get this straight." She hopped off the counter. "You want me to flirt with David, get him talking, and capture him confessing on tape that he's got nothing?"

"That's the summary."

"And I have to sleep with him?"

"Not necessarily. Archer thinks-"

"I want to." Her voice was entirely clear. "He used you. Let me use him."

"Liv-"

"No." She put her hands on my shoulders. "I sat in your apartment in Chicago and watched you shrink for years. The way he looked through you, the way he made you feel like the problem was you - your body, your desire, your need. And then you came here, and you became someone I always knew you were." Her grip tightened. "This isn't just about the plan. This is personal."

I looked at my best friend - olive skin, dark wavy hair, gold nose ring, the colorful sleeve of tattoos winding up her left arm - and felt something so fierce it stung behind my eyes. She'd held me through the worst year of my life. She'd screamed fuck him into the Chicago night until the neighbors complained. She'd flown to Montana and walked into a world that should have shocked her, and instead had embraced it with both hands.

"Be careful," I said.

"I'm always careful." She picked up the apple and bit into it. "Also, I'm going to enjoy this. A lot."

Before the operation, Blackwood found me.

It was just after four. The last patient had been seen, the waiting room empty, and the practice had shifted into its after-hours quiet - the particular stillness that turned the building from a medical facility into something more private. Zhang's scheduled Thursday session - the cortisol maintenance he'd prescribed in the exam room two days ago - had been silently postponed; he'd found me at lunch, given me a single measured look, and said "Next week" without elaboration. He understood that today required a different kind of attention. Lyra was at the front desk finishing paperwork. Reyes was in her office reviewing charts.

Blackwood appeared in the hallway outside exam room two. He didn't speak. He tipped his head toward the door, and I followed him inside.

The exam room was unchanged from every other time I'd been in it - clinical fluorescents overhead, the white-tiled walls, the counter lined with supplies, the examination table in the center with its fresh paper stretched tight. The stirrups were folded down at either side; the room made no pretense of being anything other than a space where bodies were assessed, stripped of comfortable fictions. I'd been in this room a hundred times. Tonight it felt like a different kind of honest.

He locked the door. The click was quiet in the bright, hard-edged room.

"Come here."

I went to him. He was leaning against the examination table, sleeves rolled, the top button of his shirt undone. He caught my hips and pulled me between his spread thighs, his hands settling on the curve of my waist with a possessiveness that had become as familiar as breathing.

"I need you to hear something," he said. His blue eyes were inches from mine - not the measured authority of the medical director, not the territorial darkness he'd worn since David arrived, but something stripped down and urgent, like a man who'd finally run out of space to keep things behind glass. "Whatever happens tonight, you're mine."

The words hit me with the same force as his body. My hands went to his shoulders, gripping the solid muscle through cotton, and the ache that had been building all day - not just sexual but something deeper, the cumulative weight of fear and trust and the terrifying relief of surrender - crested behind my ribs.

"I know," I whispered.

He turned me and lifted me onto the examination table in one motion, the paper crinkling beneath my thighs. The stirrups were on either side of me, the metal cool against my calves when he guided my legs open and stepped between them. His hands pushed my dress up to my waist - the charcoal fabric bunching against my stomach - and spread my thighs wider. The clinical light was unsparing. Nothing was hidden in here: every flush crawling up from my chest, every trace of the arousal already slicking my inner thighs. When his fingers traced through the wetness, slow and deliberate, his jaw tightened.

"This," he said roughly. His thumb circled my clit once, and my hips jerked forward. "This is mine."

His belt opened with that specific metallic rasp my body knew like its own heartbeat. He freed himself, already hard, and I watched his face while he looked at me - spread open under the fluorescent lights, dress around my waist, slick and flushed and waiting for him. He looked at me the way a man looks at something he's afraid of losing.

I reached for him. He caught my wrist, held it, and then eased it back to my thigh. Not yet. He brought his other hand to my throat first - fingers spreading lightly along my jaw, tilting my chin up - and bent to put his mouth to my collarbone, my sternum, the notch at my throat. Slow. Deliberate. I was trembling by the time he raised his head.

The blunt head of his cock pressed against my entrance, and the stretch when he pushed inside - slow, relentless, his eyes locked on mine - filled me in a way that went past physical. Every inch pressing deeper, my walls clenching and yielding simultaneously, the way my breath caught and his breathing roughened, the wet sound of my body accepting him - the fluorescent light stayed cruelly bright, but I stopped seeing anything except him.

He was fully seated, his hips flush against my inner thighs, and for a moment we both held still. His forehead pressed against mine. His breath was warm on my lips.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were hard enough to rock the table beneath me, the metal frame groaning against the tile floor with each impact. My hands gripped his forearms first, nails digging in through his rolled sleeve, and as the rhythm built I slid my grip down to his wrists - holding on while he held me open, his fingers bruising on my thighs, keeping me exactly where he wanted me. The angle had him driving deep, the thick length of him dragging against my inner walls with devastating friction, his pelvic bone grinding against my clit with each full stroke.

"Stay with me," he said, his voice raw at the edges. His forehead stayed pressed to mine, and his eyes - god, his eyes. Blue and burning and stripped of every shield. I'd never seen him this exposed. Every thrust was punctuated by the sound of our bodies meeting, wet and urgent, the paper beneath me already torn, and I couldn't have looked away from him if the building had collapsed.

"I'm here," I gasped. "I'm right here-"

His pace increased. Harder. Deeper. My body was wound so tight the pleasure bordered on pain - each stroke pushing me higher, my walls clenching around him in rhythmic pulses, the tension building in my belly until I felt it in my fingertips and the arches of my feet. My arousal coated his thighs, slick between us, the evidence of what he did to me impossible to hide in the clinical light.

He drove deep and held, grinding his hips against mine, and his mouth found my ear. "Come for me."

I shattered with his name on my lips. Not Dr. Blackwood - his name, the one I'd never used aloud in this building. The orgasm ripped through me in full-body convulsions, my inner walls clamping down so hard he groaned through gritted teeth. My grip on his wrists tightened as my legs locked around his waist, and I felt myself flooding around him while the pleasure peaked and refused to crest, each contraction more devastating than the last.

He came with a groan that sounded torn from somewhere deep - his hips driving forward one final time, the hot pulse of his release filling me while his whole body shuddered against mine. His forehead dropped to my shoulder. His hands released their bruising grip on my thighs and wrapped around my back instead, pulling me against his chest while we both shook.

The exam room came back in pieces. Fluorescent light. Torn paper. The antiseptic air now thick with salt and sex and the sound of our ragged breathing. He was still inside me, still trembling, and when he raised his head, his blue eyes were wrecked - tender and fierce and completely unguarded.

"Tonight changes nothing," he said, his voice rough, still inside me. "You were mine before you knew it."

I pressed my mouth to his jaw, tasting sweat and cedar. "I was yours before you said it."

He held me for a moment, then eased back and reached for the wipes from the counter. He cleaned me with practiced efficiency - no ceremony, just care - and smoothed my dress back down over my thighs before setting me on my feet. His hands steadied my hips until I had my footing. Neither of us spoke. He tucked himself away, straightened his sleeves, and we walked out of the exam room with two feet of professional distance between us.

The evening plan was simple. At eight o'clock, Liv would walk into the Pine Creek bar - the only bar in town, where David had been spending his evenings nursing cheap whiskey and fishing for information. She'd let him spot her. She'd play the surprised old friend, the sympathetic listener.

David thought he was getting the Liv he remembered from Chicago - the loyal sidekick, the safe confidante, Grace's uncomplicated best friend from a decade of shared brunches and bad dates. He had no idea what three days in Pine Creek had done to her. The woman walking into that bar had screamed a stranger's name with her thighs clamped around his head; she'd been taken apart by nine careful inches and put back together by her own body's discovery of what it was capable of. She understood, now, that sexual power wasn't something you were given. It was something you'd always had and finally learned to use.

He'd recognize her the moment she walked in - that was the point. Grace's best friend, appearing sympathetic, appearing to be someone safe to confide in. He'd think it was his lucky break. He wouldn't realize until it was far too late that Liv wasn't the woman he remembered from Chicago.

At eight-fifteen, I was in Blackwood's office. The practice was dark except for the single desk lamp casting warm amber across the mahogany. My phone sat on the desk in front of me, the call connected, Liv's voice coming through the speaker in tinny bar-noise ambiance.

Blackwood stood behind me. His palm rested flat between my shoulder blades - a pressure point, grounding without the specificity of a grip, as if he was holding me together through contact alone. I could feel his body heat along my spine.

Through the phone: the clink of glasses. A jukebox playing something country. And then Liv's voice, bright with manufactured surprise.

"David? Oh my god - David?"

A pause. Then his voice - distorted through the phone speaker, but unmistakable enough to make my stomach clench. "Liv? Olivia Marchetti? What the hell are you doing in Montana?"

"I'm visiting Grace! I flew in last week." A laugh, loose and warm. "What are you doing here? She didn't mention-"

"She doesn't know I'm here. Well - she does now. It's complicated." The careful, self-deprecating tone. The one that made you want to lean in. "Can I buy you a drink?"

Behind me, Blackwood's thumb found the nape of my neck, one steady point of pressure.

The bar sounds shifted - stools scraping, drinks ordered. Liv was masterful. She played the concerned friend with the precision of someone who understood, instinctively, how to give a man exactly the reflection he wanted to see. She asked about Melissa with gentle curiosity. She asked about work with tactful vagueness. She let David paint himself as the penitent ex-husband, the man who'd finally seen what he'd thrown away, and her sympathetic murmurs were so convincing that even I, who knew the script, felt a flicker of awed admiration.

"She's changed, honestly," Liv said, and her voice carried the perfect weight of a woman confiding something she probably shouldn't. "Between you and me, I barely recognize her. This town - this practice - it's like she's a different person. And not necessarily in a good way."

David's laugh was quick, eager. "That's exactly what I've been-"

"She's closed off. Secretive. I came here thinking we'd have this great reconnection, and half the time she's at that practice until all hours."

"You have no idea," David said. His voice dropped - conspiratorial, the pitch of a man being validated. "Liv, I've been watching that place. Something is off. The money, the staff - the way Blackwood looks at her-"

Behind me, Blackwood's hand didn't move. His breathing was measured.

"Dr. Blackwood?" Liv's voice pitched with curiosity.

"He looks at her like he owns her." David's voice had the bitter edge of a man who recognized possession because he'd once practiced it. "The whole operation is wrong. Too much money, too much loyalty."

Liv made a sympathetic sound. "Have you - I mean, have you thought about going to someone? The medical board or-"

"I've thought about it." His voice was warming now, expanding into the space Liv's sympathy had opened. "I actually - look, can I be honest with you?"

"Of course."

More drinks. The jukebox changed songs.

"She's staying at the cottage alone tonight?" he asked.

"I think so. Why?"

"I just - forget it." A pause. "You want to get out of here? I've got a room at the Inn. We could talk somewhere quieter."

Liv's laugh was low, a little breathless. "David. Are you serious?"

"Just talking." But his voice had shifted - the register of a man who sensed an opportunity and was especially desperate for it now, broke and humiliated and needing to feel like the version of himself he used to be.

"Just talking," Liv repeated. I heard the smile in it.

Behind me, Blackwood's hand moved from my nape to cover both of mine where they were clenched on the desk. His voice came quietly against my ear: "Good girl. Stay with me."

The Inn was three blocks from the bar. Through the still-connected phone on the nightstand, I heard the door of David's room close. The ambient sound changed - muffled, intimate.

Three months in this practice had trained my body to respond to the language of desire, and right now it didn't care who was making the sounds. My nipples were tight against the fabric of my dress. Between my thighs, heat was pooling despite my best effort to keep my thoughts clinical. I hated it - the involuntary flush, the way my body answered a signal regardless of the context - but hating it didn't stop it.

Blackwood felt it. Of course he did. He stepped closer behind me, his chest solid along my back, and when I shifted in the chair, he put his hand over mine again on the desk. Not moving. Just there - a weight that said I have you, stay.

"Listen," he said against my ear.

Through the phone: the rustle of clothing. A belt buckle - the sound so familiar it sent a jolt through my core, though this time the recognition came with a bitter twist. David's breathing, heavier now. Liv's voice, a murmur I couldn't fully catch, but the tone was warm and amused and in total control.

"Relax," Liv told him. "Let me."

The sound that followed was unmistakable - the wet, rhythmic sound of a mouth working, and David's sharp intake of breath. My best friend had my ex-husband's cock in her mouth, and the surreal obscenity of it collided with my body's arousal until I was gripping the edge of the desk with white-knuckled hands.

Blackwood didn't reach for my neck this time. He kept his hand over mine - a deliberate hold, keeping me in the chair, making me sit with the tension rather than dissolve it. His chin dropped to my shoulder. "He doesn't get to finish this," he murmured, his voice low and certain. "She does."

David groaned through the speaker. A sound I recognized - not from memory, because the truth that had been crystallizing since Monday finally clicked into focus: I barely remembered the sounds he'd made during sex. Eight years of marriage and two of the bedroom being dead meant the only sounds I associated with David were arguments and apologies. The man groaning through my phone was a stranger.

And then it was over.

Barely a minute. Sixty seconds - maybe less - before David's groan pitched high and cut off with a stuttered gasp, the unmistakable sound of a man finishing far sooner than he'd intended. A beat of silence. Then Liv's voice, gracious, warm, utterly devastating in its kindness.

"Don't worry about it. It happens."

I pressed my hand against my mouth. Not to muffle a sob - to muffle a laugh. Because this was the man who'd made me feel sexually invisible for eight years. The man who'd made me lie awake wondering what was wrong with me, whose silence in our bed had convinced me I was cold, broken, undesirable. Sixty seconds. Under a minute, and he was done.

The contrast with the practice's men - Blackwood's controlled stamina, Zhang's measured endurance, the way any one of them could sustain a session that left me boneless for hours - was so devastating it didn't need articulating. Blackwood's arms were warm around me from behind, and I felt the realization settle into my body like a key turning in a lock. It had never been me. The dead bedroom, the dead marriage - it had never, not for a single second, been me.

Through the phone, the sounds shifted. Rustling. David clearing his throat - the particular cough of a man trying to recover his dignity after an embarrassing performance. Liv making it easy for him, curling up beside him, letting the silence breathe.

"So," Liv said, her voice casual, sleepy. "Tell me what's really going on with Grace's practice. You said you had something on them."

David's voice, when it came, carried the specific energy of a man who'd failed at one performance and needed desperately to succeed at another. He'd finished in under a minute, and now he needed to be powerful somewhere else. The combination of Liv's body against his and the whiskey in his blood and the raw need to rebuild himself unlocked him.

"Honestly?" A self-conscious laugh. "I don't have shit on them."

My breath stopped. Beside me, Blackwood went very still.

"What do you mean?" Liv's voice was perfectly calibrated - curious, not challenging.

"I mean I've got suspicions. Gut feelings. The salaries are weird, the staff are too happy, Blackwood's obviously got something going with Grace. But do I have proof? Pictures? Documents?" Another laugh, louder, the sound of a man who'd found his footing. "I've got nothing. Not a goddamn thing. Grace was always too scared to call my bluff. Fifty grand for keeping my mouth shut about nothing - not bad, right?"

He laughed. Thin and pleased and entirely unselfconscious.

Liv didn't laugh.

"Good to know," she said. Her voice had changed - the warmth was gone, replaced by something flat and final. "Grace says hi, by the way."

A beat.

"What?"

"The phone's been on this whole time." Another beat. "She heard everything."

Silence. Through the speaker, I heard the quality of silence that belongs to a man whose world has just inverted - the held breath, the racing thoughts, the dawning comprehension of a trap closed. Then: a scramble. Fabric. A door. Footsteps.

And Liv's voice, calm and carried clearly through the still-connected line: "Don't bother getting dressed on my account."

The call ended.

I stared at the phone on the desk. The screen went dark, and the office was silent except for the tick of the wall clock and Blackwood's slow, steady breathing behind me.

My hands were shaking. My chest felt cracked open - laughter and tears fighting for the same space, the devastating satisfaction of hearing David admit, in his own voice, that his leverage was nothing. That the man who'd spent a decade making me feel small had been bluffing because bluffing was all he'd ever done. And that he'd confessed it while trying to impress the woman he'd thought he was seducing.

"It's done," I said. My voice came out strangled.

Blackwood's arms wrapped around me from behind. He pulled me back against his chest, his chin settling on the top of my head, and held me while the shaking worked its way through my body. Not the shaking of fear - the shaking of something letting go, a structure that had been bearing weight for five days finally coming down.

Barrett and Archer visited David at the Pine Creek Inn the next morning. Archer brought the recording and the dossier - the falsified reports, the gambling debts, the restraining order, the apartment repossession. Barrett brought what Archer called "political clarity": the understanding that Pine Creek's civic infrastructure had a long memory and an active interest in ensuring that certain conversations never happened.

The message was simple. Leave Pine Creek. Never contact Grace again. Or the recording goes to his creditors, his former employer, and anyone else with a professional interest in David's pattern of fraud and harassment.

David checked out of the Pine Creek Inn by noon.

I was in Blackwood's office just after twelve, dropping off the morning charts, when my phone buzzed. Archer's name on the screen. Three words:

Handled. He's gone.

My knees buckled. Not dramatic - not a fall, not a collapse. Just a sudden giving-way, as if the muscles that had been holding me upright through five days of fear received the signal that they could stop. I caught the edge of his desk with both hands, the folder sliding to the floor, and then Blackwood was there - around the desk in three strides, his hands catching my elbows before I'd fully registered his movement.

He didn't ask what the text said. He read it in my face, in the specific quality of my undone expression, and without speaking he sat back in his desk chair and pulled me with him - down onto his lap, both arms wrapping around me, my face tipping into the curve of his neck.

I gripped his shirt with both hands and let the shaking come.

Not grief. Not fear. The specific release of a body that had been braced for impact for five days and was only now learning it was over. My jaw unclenched for the first time since Monday. The tightness in my shoulders drained in one shuddering breath. My thighs went soft against his. Every place I'd been holding fear in my body - the cold stone behind my sternum, the tight knot between my shoulder blades, the constant vigilance that had turned sleep into another form of watching - let go at once, flooding out of me in a wave that left me trembling and light and emptied of something I hadn't realized was so heavy.

His arms tightened. His hand rose to the back of my head - their gesture, ours, his palm warm against my skull - and he held me with a steadiness that had nothing to do with the arrangement.

"I've got you," he said. Quiet. Absolute.

His heartbeat was even under my ear. The desk chair creaked slightly. Outside his closed door, the practice went on - patients, phones, the ordinary machinery of a world that was still standing - and in here, in his lap, in his chair, in the room that smelled of cedar and old mahogany, I breathed until the trembling stopped.

He pulled back eventually, looked at my face, and brushed the tears from my cheek with his thumb.

"He's gone," I said. My voice sounded unfamiliar - lighter, hollowed out, the particular quality of a sound that hasn't had room to be that quiet in days.

"He's gone," Blackwood confirmed. His blue eyes were steady on mine, and in them was something that had been there for weeks and that I'd been pretending I couldn't see - something that lived in the space his voice made when he said mine, something my body had known long before my mind was willing to catch up.

I let myself look at it. I let myself look at him looking at me.

My knees still ached where I'd braced against the desk. My throat still pulled with the rawness of tears. But for the first time in five days, the trembling in my body wasn't fear.


⚜




Chapter 8: Claimed

⚜

Iwoke to mountain light and the weight of his arm across my waist.

Not the cottage. Not the narrow bed where I'd slept alone for months, or with Liv stealing the covers. This was different - a bedroom I'd never seen before, though I recognized the man in it by the warmth of his skin against my back and the steady rhythm of his breathing. The sheets were soft flannel, broken in by years of use. The ceiling was exposed timber, and through the window, the Crazy Mountains were lit gold and pink by a sunrise so sharp it looked painted.

Dr. Blackwood's ranch. Friday afternoon I'd followed his SUV up the mountain road after the practice closed and the fear finally released its grip. We'd spent the weekend here - two days of mountain air and flannel sheets and his body wrapped around mine. And now it was Monday morning and I was still here, tucked against the back of a man I'd spent three months telling myself I didn't need.

The thought that I would have expected to follow - what does this mean, what happens on Monday, what does he want - didn't come. I waited for it. It didn't arrive. For once, my mind stayed exactly where my body was: in this room, in this light, in the warm press of his arm across my waist. The absence of that calculating habit was its own kind of peace.

I lay still, cataloguing the room while his breath warmed the curve of my neck. Bookshelves crowding one wall - medical journals stacked between hardbacks I didn't expect: Steinbeck, a dog-eared Cormac McCarthy, a field guide to Montana wildflowers with a receipt from a Bozeman bookshop marking a page. A leather armchair by the window, worn smooth on the arms. A whiskey bottle on the bedside table, half-empty, beside a glass that hadn't been used. The whole room smelled of cedar and wool and the cold mineral edge of mountain air.

It felt like stepping into a part of him I hadn't seen before.

His arm tightened. I felt his breathing change - the shift from sleep to wakefulness moving through his body in a sequence I tracked against my back. Ribs expanding. Shoulder blades pulling together. The subtle tension in his forearm where it lay across the dip of my waist.

"Morning." His voice was rough with sleep, the low register that bypassed my ears and went straight to my spine.

I turned in his arms. He was on his side, blue eyes half-open, his salt-and-pepper hair pushed flat on one side. Without the office, without the rolled sleeves and the authority and the desk between us, he looked like a different version of himself - softer at the edges, a man instead of a title. The lines beside his eyes were deeper in the morning light.

"Hi," I said.

His hand moved from my waist to my hip, thumb tracing the butterfly tattoo with a familiarity that made my breath catch. His gaze dropped - following the sheet where it had slipped below my breasts during the night, taking in the bare skin of my stomach, the scatter of freckles across my chest that he'd kissed one by one in the dark hours before we'd fallen asleep.

"How long have you been awake?" he asked.

"A few minutes."

"And you didn't run."

Something in the way he said it - not a joke, not entirely - made my throat tighten. I reached up and touched the side of his face. His stubble was rough under my palm. His eyes searched mine with a vulnerability I'd never seen during office hours.

"I'm not running," I said.

He kissed me. Slow, deep, the kind of kiss that belonged entirely to the two people in this bed. His mouth tasted like sleep and salt, and when his tongue found mine, I arched against him, my body responding with its full vocabulary - nipples hardening against his chest, thighs parting, the warmth between my legs becoming slick and insistent.

His hand slid down my hip and pulled my thigh over his waist, opening me to him. No command. No instruction. Just the unhurried movement of a man who wanted to be closer and knew he was welcome. The head of his cock pressed against me - he was hard, had been since I'd turned to face him - and the contact sent a pulse of heat through my belly that made me gasp into his mouth.

"Slow," he murmured against my lips. "We have time."

He pressed inside me with a single, deliberate stroke. The stretch was familiar and devastating - the thick fullness of him filling me inch by careful inch, my walls yielding and gripping simultaneously, the wet sound of my body taking him in. No desk beneath me, no clinical fluorescence, no locked door keeping the world out. Just mountain light falling across our tangled bodies and his eyes holding mine from inches away.

He began to move. Unhurried. Deep. His rhythm was the opposite of every frantic, possessive encounter at the practice - each thrust a slow withdrawal that made me whimper at the drag, followed by a press back in that reached the deepest part of me and held. His hand cradled my thigh where it was draped over his hip, his thumb making circles on the sensitive inner skin, and his mouth moved from my lips to my jaw to the freckles scattered across my collarbone.

"You're beautiful," he said against my skin. The simplicity of it - no arrangement, no hierarchy, just a man saying words that cost him - made tears prick behind my eyes.

I pulled him closer. My heel pressed into the small of his back, drawing him deeper, and the change in angle had him dragging against the spot inside me that made my vision soften at the edges. His mouth found a freckle below my left breast and stayed there, tongue tracing a slow circle, and the combined sensation - his mouth on my skin, his cock moving inside me with that devastating patience - built the warmth in my belly with a gradual inevitability that felt less like an orgasm approaching and more like something opening.

"Look at me," I whispered.

He raised his head. Blue eyes, morning light, no shields. I held his gaze while my body gathered around him - the tension climbing through my thighs, my chest, the back of my throat - and when the orgasm came, it didn't crash. It spread. From my core outward, a warmth that reached my fingertips and the arches of my feet and the space behind my eyes, quiet and profound and nothing like any orgasm I'd had in the clinical rooms of the practice. My breath left me in a long, shaking exhale, and my inner walls pulsed around him in slow, deep contractions that I felt in my entire body.

He came with me. A groan pressed into the hollow of my throat, his hips driving forward one last time, the hot pulse of his release filling me completely while his arms tightened and his whole body went rigid, then loose. He didn't pull out. His forehead dropped to my collarbone, his breath ragged against my skin. Our breathing found the same tempo - syncing without effort, two bodies finding the same rhythm.

Neither of us moved for a long time.

Breakfast was coffee and toast and sunlight in a kitchen that looked like a man had lived in it alone for years and made peace with that. Cast-iron skillet hanging above the stove. A single mug tree with three mugs - two clean, one with the ghost of yesterday's coffee. The counters were scarred wood, and through the window over the sink, a horse stood in a paddock, chewing grass with profound indifference to anything happening inside the house.

I stood at the counter in his flannel shirt - unbuttoned, the hem hitting mid-thigh, the sleeves rolled to my elbows - stirring coffee I'd found in a canister marked Portland Blend that I strongly suspected had been a gift from Zhang. Blackwood stood behind me. His arms came around my waist, his chin settling on the top of my head, and his chest was warm against my back through the flannel.

I leaned back into him, and something in my chest settled like a question finally answered.

I changed back into the wrap dress I'd worn up the mountain before we left. He waited at the foot of the porch stairs while I pulled it on in his bathroom - my own reflection in the mirror over his sink, the particular flush of a woman who'd spent the weekend in a good man's bed - and when I came down he looked at me for a moment with an expression that made my stomach contract before he turned toward the car.

We arrived separately. I'd followed him from the ranch in my own car, but we'd pulled in side by side, and when we crossed the gravel, his hand touched the small of my back for exactly one second before we reached the porch. Then the contact broke, and we became what the building required: medical director and nurse, two feet of professional distance, roles intact.

But I felt his hand there for the rest of the morning.

Inside, the practice was humming with a different energy. Not the usual steady rhythm of a workday beginning - something brighter, looser, the collective relief of a weekend spent knowing the threat was over finally showing on every face. Zara looked up from the reception desk, and her grin was incandescent. "First Monday without that creep in town," she said, both hands flat on the counter, bouncing on the balls of her feet. "Barrett's coming in at ten to confirm everything's locked down. We're free, Grace."

Lyra appeared from the hallway, a stack of charts in her arms and a quiet smile on her face. "Morning, Grace." Her green eyes moved between Blackwood and me - a quick, perceptive flick - and the smile deepened without changing shape.

"Morning," I said, and my voice sounded different to my own ears. Lighter.

Barrett arrived at ten. He came through the front door in a charcoal suit, silver hair immaculate, carrying himself with the studied dignity of a man who'd once tried to shut this place down and had been seduced into protecting it instead. His handshake with Blackwood was firm and brief. His nod to me carried something I hadn't expected - respect, genuine and undisguised.

"The recording and Archer's dossier have been formally archived with my office," he said, settling into the chair across from Blackwood's desk. I stood by the bookshelf, watching. "David's pattern - the fraud at Hartfield, the gambling debts, the restraining order - constitutes a credible character profile. If he resurfaces, the documentation goes to his creditors, his former employer, and the Montana Attorney General's office." He adjusted his cufflink with practiced calm. "He won't resurface."

"Thank you, Harold," Blackwood said.

Barrett's mouth twitched - the closest the councilman came to a warm expression. "Consider this my annual inspection. Everything appears to be running smoothly." He paused, his gaze traveling between Blackwood and me with the specific awareness of a man who recognized something between two people because he'd spent his political career reading rooms. "Exceptionally smoothly."

At noon, between the last morning patient and the afternoon schedule, Blackwood gathered the staff.

Not in the conference room - in the main hallway, where the antiseptic air mingled with lavender and the building's particular warmth. Everyone was there. Archer stood by his office door with his arms folded, silver hair catching the light. Zhang leaned against the wall outside exam room two, composed and precise, his dark eyes attentive. Reyes sat on the edge of the reception counter, her full lips curved in a knowing smile, olive skin glowing under the fluorescents. Lyra pressed against my side, her arm warm against mine. Zara was practically vibrating behind her desk. Vanessa and Elaine clustered near the break room door.

Liv leaned in the front doorway, gold nose ring catching the sun, her colorful tattoo sleeve vivid against the white clapboard. She'd shown up twenty minutes earlier in a sundress, the expression on her face that of a woman who'd spent the morning packing.

"You already know why we're here," Blackwood said. His voice carried that specific authority - low, certain, the register that made every person in the hallway straighten slightly - but today there was something underneath it. Not warmth exactly. Something closer to pride. "The threat to this practice has been eliminated. David left Pine Creek Friday, and the measures in place ensure he won't return."

A collective exhale moved through the hallway. Zara pressed both hands over her mouth. Vanessa's eyes were bright.

"This practice endured because of its people." Blackwood's gaze moved through the staff, landing on each face. "Archer's coordination. Lyra's instincts. Zara's vigilance. And the trust every one of you placed in our process." His gaze landed on me, and the weight of it pressed against my sternum. "Especially Grace."

The warmth that moved through me at his words had nothing to do with arousal and everything to do with belonging. My throat tightened. I stood in that hallway - in the building that had remade me - and felt the weight of five days of fear finally lift clear.

"Two announcements." Blackwood straightened, the medical director reasserting itself over whatever had softened his expression a moment before. "Effective immediately, Grace is promoted to practice coordinator." He looked directly at me, and my stomach dropped through the floor. I locked my knees. "She'll maintain her nursing duties while taking on administrative oversight alongside Archer. This reflects a role she's already been filling. We'll be hiring an additional nurse to cover the gap."

I blinked. Archer caught my eye from across the hall and gave the smallest nod - approval from a man whose approval was not casually given. My chest felt too full for the space between my ribs.

"Second - Lyra Winters is promoted to senior nurse. Her judgment during this situation confirmed what we already knew."

Lyra went pink. Her green eyes glistened. "Thank you," she said, her voice steady despite the flush.

"And one more thing." Liv stepped forward from the doorway, the sundress swishing around her thighs, her Pilates-sculpted ass drawing the inevitable double-take from Vanessa as she passed. "I'm moving to Pine Creek. Permanently." She held up her phone. "I just emailed my notice to the agency. The marketing world will have to survive without me."

Zara squealed - a sound that should not have been possible from a human throat - and launched herself around the reception desk to wrap Liv in a hug. The hallway dissolved into noise: congratulations, laughter, Reyes's low "about time" and Zhang's measured "welcome." Liv caught my eye over Zara's blonde head and grinned - wide, fierce, the grin that said she'd found the place she was supposed to be and refused to leave it.

They closed the practice at five.

I'd been expecting the celebration - the energy had been building all afternoon, an electric anticipation that hummed under the surface of every patient interaction and chart update and casual hallway exchange. By four o'clock, the last patient had been seen, and the building began its transformation with the practiced ease of people who'd done this before.

The conference room. The oak table pushed to the wall. Cushions and throws arranged on the floor - Zara's handiwork, the same spill of cushions and throws from the night Lyra and I got our anklets, soft surfaces and warm lamplight replacing the room's clinical utility. Champagne on the sideboard - the good kind, the kind Archer ordered from a distributor in Bozeman. The overhead lights dimmed. The lamps cast amber shadows across the walls.

I stood in the doorway and felt the memory land: the last time this room had looked like this, I'd been a newly initiated participant, trembling with anticipation and champagne and the recent knowledge that my body belonged to this place. The gold anklet had been new on my ankle. Everything had been new.

Now I stood here as something else entirely. And what loosened through me as the room filled with the people who'd fought for me wasn't abstract - it was physical, heat pooling low in my belly, my nipples tightening against the fabric of my dress, the specific arousal of knowing that every set of eyes in this room had claimed some part of me, and tonight they intended to do it again. The thought didn't frighten me. It made my thighs press together and my breath come shallow.

Tonight was mine. And I wanted it.

"Grace." Reyes appeared beside me. She'd changed out of her workday dress into something dark and flowing that left her shoulders bare. Her full breasts shifted beneath the fabric as she moved, and her dark eyes held mine with the particular intensity that preceded being unmade. "You're ready."

It wasn't a question.

"Close your eyes," she said.

Silk. The same blindfold from the first celebration - I recognized the weight and texture against my eyelids, the way it blocked the light completely and heightened every other sense. Reyes's fingers tied it at the back of my head, her lips brushing my ear as she secured the knot.

"Tonight is about you," she murmured. "All of it."

She guided me into the room. I felt the cushions beneath my bare feet - I'd kicked off my flats in the hallway - and the warm air of the transformed conference room settled around me. Sounds sharpened: the clink of champagne flutes, quiet voices, the subtle rustle of clothing being removed or loosened. My gold anklet chimed with each step, the small sound ringing out in the hush.

Hands. Not Reyes's - smaller, warmer. Zara, at my waist, untying the sash of my dress. The fabric fell away, and the cool air found every inch of me: my breasts, my stomach, the curve of my hips, the wetness already building between my thighs. I stood naked in the center of the room, blindfolded, and the vulnerability of it - the total surrender of sight and clothing and control - made my pulse hammer and my nipples tighten and my breath go shallow with a need that was already staggering.

"Beautiful," someone murmured. Lyra's voice, from my left.

A hand settled at the small of my back. Large. Certain. The specific pressure of his palm sent recognition surging through my body before his voice confirmed it.

"Kneel," Blackwood said.

I went down. The cushions were soft beneath my knees, and when his hand guided me forward, I found myself on all fours - hands and knees, head bowed, the blindfold turning the world into texture and sound and the thrumming anticipation that lived in every nerve I had.

Warmth behind me. His warmth - the particular heat of Blackwood's body, unmistakable after months of being taken by him against every surface in this building. His hands gripped my hips with possessive familiarity, his thumbs tracing the curves of my waist, and my back arched without instruction, my knees spreading wider on the cushions.

Then - warmth beneath me. A body sliding under mine, face up, and I caught the scent before the touch: jasmine. Reyes positioned herself on the cushions between my spread knees, and when her mouth closed over me, the first stroke of her tongue through my folds pulled a cry from my throat that shattered the quiet room.

Reyes's tongue on my clit - flat, slow, deliberate - while Blackwood's hands held my hips from behind. The pressure between us buckled my elbows. Her full lips closed around my clit and sucked with devastating precision, and my whole body jerked forward.

Blackwood's grip tightened. He pulled my hips back, positioning me exactly where he wanted me, and I felt the blunt head of his cock press against my entrance from behind. He pushed inside in one smooth stroke, and the stretch - the familiar, devastating fullness of him - combined with Reyes's mouth on my clit sent a shockwave through my nervous system that whited out every thought I had.

"Oh god - oh fuck -"

He began to thrust. Deep, measured strokes from behind, each one pressing me down onto Reyes's waiting mouth, her tongue catching my clit with every forward rocking of my hips. Each thrust drove me harder onto her mouth until I couldn't separate one rhythm from the other - Blackwood filling me from behind, his thickness dragging against my walls, while Reyes worked my clit with relentless expertise. I was caught between them, my body the instrument their rhythms played, and the pleasure stacked so fast it stopped having edges.

A hand touched my jaw. Tilted my chin up. The angle changed, and I felt the brush of skin against my lips - hot, rigid, the smooth head of a cock pressed against my mouth. The hand at my jaw was careful, exact. Zhang. I opened my mouth and took him in.

The taste of him was clean and salt-warm. He slid deeper, controlled, his hand gentle at the back of my head - not pushing, just present. I worked him with my tongue and lips while Blackwood's thrusts drove me forward onto Zhang's length, creating a rhythm that used my body as its instrument. Every entrance filled. Every nerve engaged. Blackwood filled me from behind, Reyes kept her mouth on my clit, Zhang pressed against my tongue, and something old and tight in my chest gave way - not cracked open so much as finally, quietly dissolved.

Reyes's tongue flickered faster. Blackwood's pace intensified - harder, deeper, his fingers digging into my hips with the bruising grip that made my cunt clench. Zhang held steady in my mouth, and I felt his thigh muscle tense under my palm. The three of them - the three sensations - built toward a convergence that my body recognized as inevitable.

"Come for us," Blackwood said, his voice rough and commanding and stripped of everything except need. "Now."

I shattered.

The orgasm ripped through me in a full-body convulsion - my inner walls clamping around Blackwood, my thighs locking around Reyes's head, a scream torn from my throat that Zhang's cock barely muffled. The pleasure was blinding, sustained and relentless, fed by Reyes's continued tongue and Blackwood's continued thrusts and the complete sensory overwhelm of being claimed at every point. My arms gave out. I collapsed forward, caught by hands - Blackwood's grip shifting to support my waist, Reyes rolling smoothly from beneath me. Zhang eased from my mouth with measured care, his fingers trailing along my jaw as he withdrew.

Blackwood followed me over the edge - a groan torn from deep in his chest, his hips pressed flush against my ass, his warmth flooding deep inside me while his hand found the back of my skull. His thumb pressed into the familiar place at the base of my neck, one slow trembling circle, and my body quieted on contact while his shuddered against mine.

Somewhere to my right, Zhang groaned softly, and Reyes's low laugh drew him elsewhere in the room.

Blackwood eased out of me slowly. The loss was sharp and hollow, and I whimpered at it - a sound I couldn't have controlled if I'd tried. His hands guided me onto my back on the cushions, smoothing my sweat-damp hair from my face, and then other hands were on me.

Lyra's mouth at my left breast - warm, careful, her tongue circling my nipple with the attention of a woman who knew exactly how sensitive I was in the aftermath. Zara at my right - her smaller mouth eager and sweet, her tongue piercing a cool point of contrast against the heat of my skin. Archer's grip closed on my hips - strong, steadying, a man whose physical vocabulary was economy and precision. He held me still while Lyra and Zara worked my breasts, and then his mouth traced the inside of my knee, moving slowly upward while I arched into it.

More touch. A mouth at my throat - warm, soft, unhurried. Fingers trailing down my stomach with deliberate care, tracing my hipbones, drawing across the insides of my trembling thighs and up through my folds until I gasped. Reyes's voice murmured praise in Spanish, low and warm, from somewhere near my ear. To my left, beyond my sightline, Liv's voice drifted through the amber room - breathless, wrecked, and laughing all at once, her words dissolving into a sharper sound as Zhang's hands found the round curve of her ass and her back arched up off the cushions. Barrett's low voice said something I couldn't catch, and then his broad hand was tracing the line of my collarbone while the other found the nape of Zara's neck, drawing her toward him as she laughed.

The blindfold turned every touch into a universe - each point of contact a star in a constellation I couldn't map.

I floated. My thighs fell open. My hands unclenched. Every part of me that had spent five days braced against fear - the rigid shoulders, the tight jaw, the constant vigilance - dissolved under the collective attention of the people who'd fought for me. Another orgasm moved through me - slower, deeper, gathering from the periphery rather than the center. It crested without a peak, a rolling wave that made my body arch off the cushions and my mouth fall open in a soundless cry. Hands held me through it. Mouths continued. The wave receded and another followed, and another, until the pleasure became tidal - the simple consequence of being held by people who'd chosen to hold me.

The room came back slowly.

I was lying on the cushions, the blindfold loosened. Amber lamplight. The smell of sweat and sex and champagne. My body was marked - finger-shaped bruises on my hips, the faint red impressions of mouths on my breasts, Archer's handprints vivid on my inner thighs, the slick evidence of multiple releases between them. Every muscle I owned felt like warm liquid.

Sounds filtered in from the edges of the room. Liv's voice - thoroughly wrecked, still laughing - from somewhere behind me. Barrett's dry tenor saying something that made Zara giggle. The quiet clink of champagne flutes being refilled.

Blackwood knelt beside me. His blue eyes were soft in the lamplight, his hair pushed back from his forehead, his shirt long since abandoned. He slid one arm under my shoulders and the other under my knees, and lifted me as if I weighed nothing.

I curled against his chest. My face found the hollow of his throat - cedar, salt, the scent that had become the axis around which my entire world turned - and I let my eyes close.

He carried me down the hallway. I heard his office door open, felt the familiar air of the room that smelled of leather and old mahogany. The couch. He settled me onto it and covered me with the wool blanket that lived folded on the armrest - the one I'd never seen him use, the one I now realized he'd kept there for this.

He sat beside me, one hand stroking my hair with slow, even passes. My head was in his lap. The desk lamp cast a warm circle across the ceiling.

"Declan," I murmured. His first name, spoken for the second time in this building.

His hand paused. Then resumed, slower. "I'm here."

"I know." I pressed closer. My body was quiet - not the emptied quiet of Zhang's clinical sessions, but something fuller, something that felt like every piece of me had been gathered and held and returned. "I know you are."

His thumb stroked the base of my skull, one slow circle, and the last trembling in me stilled.

I fell asleep in his lap, in his office, in the building where I'd learned to stop apologizing for taking up space.

One week later.

Monday morning, and the practice was running like a well-oiled machine - which is to say, the usual combination of clinical precision and barely concealed carnality that had become my normal. Patients in the waiting room, charts on the counter, Zara's bubbly chatter on the intercom, and somewhere down the hallway a door was locked and a sound was being muffled that would never appear in any chart.

I was at the nursing station in a sapphire wrap dress, reviewing intake forms for the week, when the front door opened.

A young woman stepped inside. Late twenties, dark hair pulled back, a folder clutched to her chest with both hands. She wore a blouse buttoned high and pressed slacks, and she looked around the waiting room with the wide-eyed alertness of someone on their first day at a new job.

"Hi," she said. "I'm - I have an interview? For the nursing position?"

I set down my pen and came around the counter. I remembered this - the threshold feeling, the moment when the building was just a building and the people inside it were just colleagues, before you learned what the doors hid and the anklets meant and the double salary compensated for.

"You must be here about the position." I extended my hand, and she took it with a grip that was firm but trembling. "I'm Grace. Welcome to Pine Creek Family Practice."

"Sophie," she said. "Sophie Hale."

I smiled. "Let me show you around."

I led her into the hallway - the one that smelled of lavender and antiseptic and something warmer underneath, the hallway where I'd been taken and held and broken open and rebuilt. I pointed out the exam rooms, the supply closet, the conference room. I answered her questions about patient load and scheduling and whether the team was friendly. We passed Lyra in the corridor - senior nurse now, her navy wrap dress perfectly tied, her green eyes giving Sophie a quick, assessing glance and then a warm smile.

At the end of the hallway, we passed Dr. Blackwood's open office door.

He looked up from his desk. His blue eyes found mine, and his gaze held everything - authority, desire, tenderness, the quiet certainty of a man who'd fought for something and won it and intended to keep it. The corner of his mouth lifted.

My body responded. The ache between my thighs, the tightening of my nipples, the warmth spreading through my chest - the same response I'd had since the first time he'd called me into this office. The ache hit low and immediate, familiar as breath.

I smiled back. And kept walking, because I had a practice to run and a woman to welcome and a life to live inside these walls.
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Free Use Maid
Available on Amazon
In the multi-level penthouse suite crowning Las Vegas's Pinnacle resort, casino mogul Marcus Cooper and his sophisticated wife Eliza enforce unique rules. When 21 year-old Lexi, desperate for work, accepts the position of Villa Maid, the extraordinary salary and vague contract terms about "personal attentiveness" hint at a new reality. From the moment Eliza's hands linger during the uniform fitting, Lexi discovers her role extends far beyond cleaning. She is an amenity, freely available to Marcus, Eliza, and their powerful guests.


Free Use Maid 2: The Grand Tour
Available on Amazon
Marcus Cooper sends his prized twenty-one-year-old asset across Asia with a platinum bracelet engraved Property of The Pinnacle. Every man who touches it knows: Lexi is his to use. From Tokyo to Macau to Singapore, Lexi discovers that the most intense encounters await far from the penthouse where it all began.


Free Use Prison
Available on Amazon
Three years behind bars — or five weeks in a program where she's available to every guard on duty. Kira signs a blanket consent form making herself freely available to every guard on shift. Armed with a safeword that would send her straight back to regular prison, she enters expecting to simply survive. Instead, her body betrays her from the very first encounter.


Free Use Neighbor
Available on Amazon
Porch light on means available. Every house on the street is lit. Nineteen-year-old Sienna signs up for a summer house swap to escape the boyfriend who called her a slut for kissing two girls at a bar. The quiet suburban cul-de-sac seems perfect. Then she finds the covenant card in the kitchen drawer: every resident of Briarwood Estates grants mutual sexual access. From the first neighbor walking through her unlocked back door to the Saturday barbecue where the married couple next door teaches her things her ex never imagined, every corner of Briarwood strips away another inhibition she was shamed for having.


Free Use University
Available on Amazon
Broke and brilliant, Wren accepts a Free Use Scholarship — full tuition, housing, and meals in exchange for being available to any professor, staff member, or student on campus. On her first day, her literature professor uses her mid-lecture in front of sixty students. By the end of the week, she's discovering that the shame of being watched is the thing that makes her body ignite.


The Gym After Hours
Available on Amazon
Three women. Five nights. One security guard who's in way over his head. Nate works the overnight shift at an upscale gym. Empty building, quiet hallways, nothing to do - except three women train after hours and they've all noticed him. Five nights that escalate from flirtation to something Nate never saw coming.


Harem Apocalypse
Available on Amazon
Eighteen months after a pandemic killed eighty percent of humanity, Garrett Shaw is saved by four women who've survived by relying on each other. As he proves his worth, their interest shifts from practical to personal. When raiders threaten everything, five survivors discover the end of the world might be the beginning of something extraordinary.


Harem Apocalypse 2: The Rescue
Available on Amazon
Three weeks after repelling a raider assault, a stranger staggers through Haven's gates with a warning: a religious fanatic holds women captive in a fortified compound. Garrett leads the rescue, but as Lily heals at Haven, she finds herself drawn to this unusual family. From tender recovery to passionate nights, this is survival, found family, and bonds forged when the old world's rules no longer apply.


Harem Apocalypse 3: The Solstice
Available on Amazon
The fighting is over. Now comes the reward. Haven is thriving and Lily Warren has discovered something about herself: she loves sex. Constantly. With everyone. As rescued women begin their own journeys toward intimacy, the series culminates in a winter solstice celebration where both communities unite in one unforgettable night.


Sorority Harem
Available on Amazon
Marcus Cole built a two-billion-dollar venture fund from nothing. At forty-four, divorced and successful, he returns to his alma mater to finish his degree—six credits shy of graduation after dropping out twenty-two years ago. When a hazing prank goes wrong at the sorority house next door, Marcus intervenes. The grateful president invites him to their mentor dinner. By the end of the night, her social chair has followed him home. Within days, the president makes her own move. Then the shy pledge he rescued. Then the skeptical pre-med student. They know about each other. They're not jealous. They're sharing. Marcus discovers what happens when four driven young women decide they want the same experienced man—and choose collaboration over competition.


The College Harem
Available on Amazon
Ethan arrives at college expecting the typical freshman experience—awkward icebreakers, communal bathrooms, and late-night study sessions. Instead, he finds himself on a co-ed floor where three girls seem unusually interested in the shy pre-med student. Maya initiates during a late-night study session in his room. Sienna teases him in the communal shower. Harper surprises him with quiet intensity. They're not competing—they're collaborating. Over two weeks, Ethan goes from overwhelmed virgin to the center of a dorm room harem where his hallmates have decided he's theirs to share.


The Flatshare Harem
Available on Amazon
Three months post-breakup and desperate for housing, Jake signs a lease for a room he can actually afford. His new roommates seem normal enough—until Lexi drops to her knees in the kitchen at 2 a.m., Brooke pulls back the shower curtain, and Riley closes his bedroom door with a look that says she's been waiting. They're not competing for him—they're sharing him. From breakfast interruptions to evening group sessions, Jake discovers what it means to be the center of a harem where three beautiful women have decided he's theirs and pleasure is the shared currency.


Farm Girl Harem
Available on Amazon
Burned out from corporate life, Alex takes a summer farmhand job in rural Vermont. The farm is run by two best friends in their twenties and their experienced mentor, all starved for male attention after years of isolation. Within days, the youngest visits his barn apartment. By week's end, her business partner makes her own proposition. Their mentor shows the younger women how it's really done. Alex discovers what it means to be shared by three women with insatiable appetites and no jealousy.


Island Yoga Retreat Harem
Available on Amazon
Tyler books a private island off Belize to recover from a messy breakup. When he arrives, three women are already there—a yoga instructor and two students who've sworn off sex for their discipline retreat. Both parties are stranded together for ten days with no way to contact the outside world. In the tropical heat, vows dissolve one by one. The corporate lawyer cracks first. The playful social media manager rationalizes every boundary. Even the composed instructor can't resist forever. By the end of the retreat, Tyler discovers what happens when three women who swore off men decide he's worth breaking their promises.


The Free Use Wife
Available on Amazon
Four top executives. One willing wife. When Josie's husband offers her to his executives to save their failing company, she discovers an unexpected truth—she craves being shared. What begins as sacrifice becomes addiction as she's passed between powerful men, but success comes at a price. Caught between marriage vows and darkening desires, Josie must decide how far she'll go to satisfy her newfound hunger for being freely used.


Free Use Town
Available on Amazon
After losing her job in Seattle, twenty-two-year-old Daisy accepts a mail carrier position in the remote mountain town of Haven Valley, Montana, where her revealing uniform and the community's Federal Free Use Act mean her duties extend far beyond delivering packages. As she transforms from shy outsider to the town's most sought-after service provider, each delivery becomes an opportunity to discover desires she never knew existed—until innocent newcomer Harper joins her route and Daisy must guide another woman through the same awakening that changed her life forever. Note that this novella has a very high heat rating and is lighter on plot than my other works!


Free Use Office
Available on Amazon
Desperate for work, 26-year-old Olivia Bennett accepts a marketing role at Apex Dynamics with an extraordinary salary and vague terms about "team support" and "availability." In this glass San Francisco high-rise, she quickly discovers her duties extend far beyond campaigns—she becomes an amenity, freely available to the driven men who keep the company winning. From focus rooms to boardroom deals, Olivia surrenders to her new role until her ex Daniel arrives as a senior developer and witnesses her transformation. When a hostile takeover threatens everything, Olivia must prove that pleasure drives performance and decide whether the life that set her free includes her past.


Free Use Wedding
Available on Amazon
One tropical island wedding, endless possibilities for pleasure. Bridesmaid Cora discovers Azure Resort's free use policy, where guests are always available for pleasure. As she surrenders to the island's sensual freedom, her boundaries dissolve and her desires awaken—especially when her ex-boyfriend witnesses her transformation. By the end of the celebration, Cora must decide whether to return home changed or stay and help others embrace the same liberation.


Free Use Flatshare
Available on Amazon
In the heart of Brooklyn, Emma Knox finds a housing solution with a single condition: be available to her flatmates on demand. Three professional men—dominant and irresistible—transform her from career-focused to willing participant with just the signal of her bracelet. As urgent desires and jealousy collide, Emma discovers her primal nature while balancing between being shared and being claimed.


Free Use Island
Available on Amazon
When anthropology student Maya is abandoned on a remote island for six weeks, she discovers the tribe's sacred tradition of women freely surrendering to men's desires—a primal custom that awakens an intensity within her she never knew existed, leaving her torn between returning to civilization or embracing a new life of uninhibited pleasure that feels more like home than anything she's ever known.


Free Use Ski Season
Available on Amazon
I came for the snow, but stayed for the heat. When a blizzard traps me at Evergreen Lodge, I discover the staff's secret tradition - "sharing the warmth" means women are available to all men. Despite my shock, my body responds with undeniable desire. Soon I'm wearing the red consent armband, learning the lodge's rules in every shadowy corner. Each encounter strips away my inhibitions until I crave being shared. Snowed in and marked, can I handle the heat that now consumes me?


First Time at the Swingers Resort
Available on Amazon
One weekend can shatter inhibitions and ignite desires you never knew existed. Riley and David thought they were escaping their routine life for a simple getaway, but an invitation from adventurous friends leads them to Elysium—an exclusive resort where clothing is optional, and every sexual fantasy is on the menu.


Free Use Swingers Spa
Available on Amazon
Frustrated with dating, Alice craves deeper connections. When her friend suggests "The Free Use Swingers Spa," Alice discovers a world where inhibitions vanish and desire rules. Plunged into intense sensuality, will she embrace this uninhibited pleasure? Follow Alice's journey of self-discovery in a place where conventional boundaries no longer exist.


Free Use Hotel
Available on Amazon
I needed a job, and the Seraphina Hotel offered good money and a unique "atmosphere" - but I soon discover this Mediterranean island resort operates on a different kind of service where staff are expected to be... available. Can I handle the constant attention and free use culture, or will I tap out before my initiation is complete?
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