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Chapter One
Dante


The woman behind the bar gives me a smile I don’t return.

Not because she isn’t pretty. She is. Young, polished, maybe a little too polished. Hair too neat. Smile too practiced. She’s been trained to serve luxury with a side of flirtation. It’s all part of the experience.

I glance away and notice from the corner of my eye when she turns her attention to the next customer.

I take a slow sip of my bourbon. Neat. Two fingers. It burns on the way down and I welcome the heat. Not because I need it, of course. I haven’t needed anything in years. But it keeps my hands busy while I wait.

The bar is all dim lights and darker shadows, tucked into the back of the kind of hotel that costs more per night than most people make in a month. The air smells like expensive perfume and ambition. It’s late, but not dead. People here don’t sleep until the deals are done. Until the secrets are buried.

And there are plenty of secrets here.

My table’s angled toward the room, the mirror behind the bar giving me a clean sweep of the entrance. I clock the couple near the fireplace. She’s laughing too hard, while he’s checking his phone every three seconds. The woman to my right is here to be noticed; but I’d bet good money the man she’s waiting for won’t show. The guy near the back corner is carrying concealed. He’s favoring his right hip, and too stiff in the shoulders to be a civilian.

I don’t look like a threat, and that’s the point. My suit is dark, tailored, forgettable. Not flashy enough to draw attention, but sharp enough that I blend in at a place like this.

People don’t look at me twice. That’s how I like it.

I’m here for a job. The kind of job that ends in silence and a still body. Nothing new. Nothing personal.

She arrives right on time.

I know it’s her before she even crosses the room. Mid-twenties, designer heels clicking too loud against polished marble. Red lips. Blown-out hair. That high-maintenance glow of someone used to getting what she wants without asking twice.

She’s beautiful. But cold.

Not like ice. Ice is natural. This is something practiced. A mask lacquered on thick. She’s trying too hard to project power, which means she doesn’t actually have any.

She spots me, and her posture shifts. Chin lifts. Hips sway. The look she gives me tells me she thinks she’s in control here.

She’s not.

She slides into the table across from me without asking, and drops her expensive clutch onto the table like it’s worthless. Her perfume clouds the air, sweet and suffocating.

“I didn’t realize you’d be so handsome,” she says, giving me a once-over.

I don’t answer. I just stare and watch her fidget.

She flags the server and orders a drink. Some limited-edition French champagne that comes with a four-digit price tag. I watch her fingers wrap around the stem once it’s delivered.

She doesn’t take a sip.

“So,” she says, leaning forward just enough to show off the sharp lines of her dress. “You came highly recommended.”

I let the compliment fall flat.

This isn’t a social call. She knows what I do. I know what she wants. There’s no need to pretend this is anything but transactional.

She holds my gaze for a beat too long, still trying to flirt. Still trying to control the room.

“Do you have the details I need?” I ask, drawing the topic of conversation back to business.

The woman sighs, clearly frustrated that she’s not getting the attention she feels she deserves. Then she reaches into her clutch and slides a thin manila envelope across the table.

“Her name is inside,” she says. “Photo. Adress. Routine. You’ll find everything you need. I want her... taken care of.”

She stumbles on the words, clearly carrying the guilt of what she’s doing. But she does it anyway.

“And the payment?” I ask.

“I paid the agreed amount to the account you specified.”

I nod. I already knew that, but I wanted her to say it. Confirmation that we’re both on the same page. When I’d given her the number I wanted for the hit during our earlier call, an obscene figure with six zeros, I’d expected her to balk. But she hadn’t. She’d made the payment within the hour. Given the fact she can’t be any older than twenty-five, I imagine she’s using her Daddy’s money to make dirty deals. Or maybe her rich husband’s.

One quick glance at the big diamond on her finger beside a simple gold band tells me it's the poor husband footing the bill.

I don’t really care, though, so long as I get what I’m owed.

I finally open the envelope. Skim the details without really taking any of them in yet. I just make sure I’ve got everything I need. The photo is turned face down, but I don’t touch it.

“I’ll take care of it,” I tell her, my voice firm enough to let her know the conversation is over.

She doesn’t get the hint, though.

“You don’t want to know why?”

I look at her then. Just long enough to let her see that I’m not interested in her story. Her motives. Her drama.

“No,” I say. “That’s none of my business.”

“Fine,” she says, standing. “Just make sure she disappears.”

She’s halfway across the lobby before I let out a slow breath and take another sip of my drink.

The bourbon burns a little less this time.

I stare at the envelope on the table like it’s just another job. Another forgettable set of coordinates in someone else’s vendetta. But something feels different this time. Some instinct I can’t name is clawing at my insides, telling me this is no ordinary job.

I flip the photo over and the world stops.

She’s sitting at a restaurant table, a cake in front of her, one of those sparkler candles frozen mid-glow. Her hands are clutched under her chin, elbows on the table, as she leans forward just slightly, smiling straight into the camera.

No. Not just smiling. She’s beaming. Unfiltered joy radiating off her like sunlight through stained glass.

She’s wearing a floral summer dress. Soft, feminine. The neckline dips just enough to tease the generous swell of her breasts, the fabric stretched lovingly over a body made for sin. My palms itch with a need to touch her. I want to sink my fingers into her soft curves, anchor her to me while I wreck her soft and slow. She’s everything ripe and sensual and holy in one perfect frame.

There’s a touch of makeup on her. Just enough to highlight what’s already devastating. Glossy lips. Long lashes. Those warm, doe-brown eyes filled with a light that should never know darkness.

My hands curl into fists under the table.

Fuck.

It’s not just that she’s beautiful. It’s not just that she’s soft, and curvy, and sweet-looking enough to make a lesser man fall to his knees.

It’s that this picture, this tiny, frozen moment of her birthday, feels like something sacred. A slice of innocence. Joy. Life.

And someone wants to erase it.

To erase her.

The sound I make in my throat isn’t human. I look at her and all I can think is: Mine.

Mine to protect. To worship. To ruin, if she’ll let me.

I want to press my mouth to every inch of her and whisper filth between prayers. I want to wrap my arms around her and never let another soul close. I want her safe, spoiled, sated, and so full of my attention she forgets the world ever tried to take her from it.

She’s mine.

She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m coming for her.

Not to kill her.

To claim her.


Chapter Two
Dante


The black SUV feels like a tomb, but I don’t move. I’m parked across the street from the library, my eyes glued to the glass front of the building like a moth to a flame. Early afternoon sunlight filters through the windows, lighting up the quiet sanctuary inside.

There she is. Avery. My angel.

She moves with an effortless grace, stacking books, helping patrons, laughing softly with coworkers like she doesn’t have a care in the world. Like there isn’t someone out there plotting her death. And even though I can’t hear it, I already know that laugh sounds like a prayer.

Her pale pink dress hugs curves that should be for my eyes only. Petite but lush. Innocent but ripe. I see the way the fabric clings just enough, the way she nibbles her lower lip whenever she’s concentrating. Every motion she makes is like a hymn written in flesh and bone.

She’s not just beautiful. She’s pure. Soft. Too damn soft to survive in a world like mine.

I’m the devil sitting across the street, watching an angel whose light could burn me to ash. But that light... God, it makes me want to corrupt her. To pull her into my darkness and make her moan my name until her sweet voice is hoarse.

I shouldn’t be here. Not just because of what I am, but because I’m supposed to be the one who ends lives, not saves them. Yet here I am, watching her, driven by some sick kind of obsession.

She’s my angel, and no one is going to hurt her on my watch.

I’ll shadow every step she takes, shield her from every threat. Because she belongs to me.

And I’ll protect what’s mine, no matter the cost.

A yellow school bus pulls up across the street, its brakes hissing like a beast exhaling steam. A moment later, a wave of tiny bodies pour into the library. The kids, who are maybe in first or second grade, are being herded by two harried looking teachers.

As I watch, Avery steps out from behind the front desk with that soft, radiant smile already blooming across her face. She kneels to greet the kids, crouching low so her summer dress fans out around her like petals. She speaks to them on their level, her face animated, arms moving as she gestures, expressive and warm.

She’s glowing.

And it hits me all over again, like a punch to the chest. No. Deeper than that. Like a shift in the earth beneath me. A rewiring of instinct. Of purpose.

She was made for this.

Not just the books. Not just the library. But the way her eyes shine when one of the kids hugs her. The way she tilts her head to listen, giving a little boy her full attention while he babbles about... whatever it is that kids babble about.

That softness in her, it’s real. Not a mask. Not a performance. It’s who she is.

And it’s everything I never knew I needed.

I grip the steering wheel, knuckles whitening. She was made to be mine, and the idea that someone wants to hurt her seems like the worst crime on earth. I want her bound to me in every possible way. I want to bury myself inside her, claim every sweet, fertile inch of her until she’s full of me.

I want to see her glow like this every damn day, with our child in her arms and my ring on her finger.

I’d give her anything she asks for. A thousand books. A house in the clouds. Her name written in the stars.

But most of all, I want her round with my baby. With all the babies I plan to have with her. A whole future together built on love and happiness.

Because she deserves it. The peace. The joy. The kind of safety you don’t have to earn.

And I’m going to make sure she gets it, even if I have to burn the world to the ground to keep it that way.

My phone buzzes against the dash, pulling me out of my thoughts.

Rafe.

I don’t take my eyes off Avery as I answer. “Talk.”

He chuckles. “Good to hear you too, Dante. You’re lucky I’m better with code than you are with manners.”

“Name,” I say, cutting through the banter. “And the address.”

He pauses, sobering up. “I managed to track the payment. It came through a buried chain of crypto wallets from someone called Victoria Sinclair.” I hear keys tapping in the background as he reels off the address. The same address in Avery Sinclair’s file.

My pulse goes still. My body doesn’t move. Not a twitch.

But inside? A switch flips.

“You okay, Dante?” Rafe asks. “Need help with anything else?”

“No. I’m good.”

I end the call and drop the phone onto the passenger seat. My hand curls into a fist against my thigh, and I know I am not good. Not at all.

Victoria Sinclair. Same last name. Same fucking house.

I say her name again in my mind like it’s venom on my tongue.

Who the hell hires a hitman to take out one of their own relatives? A jealous sister? A cousin she doesn’t get along with?

No.

I think of the woman from the bar. Mid-twenties. Polished. Poison in heels. Not enough warmth behind her smile to pass for a blood relative.

Too young to be Avery’s mother. Too bitter to be a sibling.

Stepmother. That fits.

The kind of woman who marries for power. Sees a young beautiful girl as a threat. Wants the house, the money, the control... without competition.

And Avery? Avery is pure light. She wouldn’t see it until the knife was already in her back.

My angel’s been living with a snake, and I bet she didn’t have a clue.

My jaw tightens as I watch her through the window. She’s crouched again, tying a little girl’s shoe, smile bright and guileless. Innocent. Defenseless.

And I was supposed to kill her?

I grip the steering wheel until the leather groans. My knuckles go bloodless. Leaning back in my seat, I drag in a breath so deep it scrapes across the cage of my ribs,

Avery isn’t safe. Not in that house. Not for another goddamn second.

Which means this is it. I’m done watching. It’s time to make my move.

I straighten in my seat and roll up my sleeves, like I'm heading into the fight of my life. And maybe I am, because I'll do whatever it takes to make sure nobody ever lays a finger on my angel.

“She doesn’t know me yet,” I murmur to myself. “But she will. By the end of tonight, she’ll never want to leave my side.”

I kill the engine and step out of the car, the heat from the sun washing over me. My stride is measured as I cross the street, every step deliberate. Focused.

When I reach the front doors of the library, I pause for a second, my hand on the handle and my breath low in my lungs. Fate stands on the other side of the glass.

Then I push forward, and the world narrows to a single point.

Avery.

She’s across the room, bent at one of the lower shelves, slipping a children’s book into place. The light filters down through the windows and hits her hair like a spotlight. Soft. Glowing.

The kids are buzzing with energy around her, teachers calling out names, trying to wrangle them all towards the exit. A few laugh. One cries. But she’s calm in the chaos. Graceful. Steady.

And then she looks up, her eyes finding mine, and everything else drops away.

She freezes. Her lips part on a sharp inhale, like the breath has been stolen straight from her lungs. And then a sweet blush rises. Slow, pink, innocent.

My chest tightens, my own breath stolen.

There it is. That spark. That flash of something wild and wanting on her face,

She feels it too. She’s already mine.

I take a step forward, slow and sure, the ghost of a smile tugging at my mouth. And the moment stretches, full of all the firsts waiting to happen between us, and no chance in hell of turning back.


Chapter Three
Avery


Who the hell is that?

I freeze with a worn copy of The Giving Tree in my hands, my breath catching somewhere between my lungs and my throat. Because the man who just walked through the doors looks like he’d be more at home on a movie set than in a library.

Tall. Broad. Confident in that dangerous, movie-villain kind of way. He’s wearing tailored slacks and a dark blue shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow like he wants everyone around him to notice his strong, veiny forearms. And God, do I notice them. His hair’s dark and a little tousled, like he ran his fingers through it instead of bothering with a comb. And his jaw... wow. It looks sharp enough to cut glass, shadowed with the kind of stubble that makes me want to reach out and touch it.

His eyes lock onto mine like he was looking for me. Like he knew I’d be standing here, halfway through re-shelving a stack of children’s books, sweating mildly and wishing I’d chosen to wear something a little nicer to work this morning.

And then he smiles.

It’s not a passing smile. Not the kind you give to a stranger out of politeness. No. It’s slow. Personal. Laced with something I can’t name but definitely feel low in my stomach, and in other places that I definitely shouldn’t be thinking about at work.

I look away fast.

Which is dumb, because that only makes it worse. My cheeks go up in flames, my pulse thudding loud enough in my ears to drown out the sound of the teachers calling the kids back to the bus.

I really need to pull myself together.

So he’s hot. So what? That doesn’t mean he’s interested in me. Guys like that don’t look twice at girls like me. Not when they could have their pick of influencer models and Pilates instructors who don’t spend their mornings wiping jam off the covers of library books.

I hug the book against my body like it might protect me from whatever the hell that look was. Which is when I realize my arms are awkwardly crossed in front of my stomach, like some subconscious part of me is trying to shield my softest parts from someone who probably wouldn’t want to see them, anyway.

That’s when he starts walking towards me.

Oh no.

Oh, no no no.

Each step is smooth, unhurried, like he knows exactly what kind of effect he’s having and enjoys it. The air around me thickens. I seriously consider ducking behind the biography section and fake-shelving some Churchill until he leaves.

But I don’t. I just stand there, frozen like some wide-eyed idiot, hoping I don’t spontaneously combust.

He stops in front of me, just close enough that I have to tilt my head to meet his gaze. And sweet hell, those eyes up close? Dark, unreadable, with flecks of something lighter. Maybe gray or green or blue. I can’t even tell because I’m too busy drowning in them.

“Hi,” he says, and I swear my brain forgets how language works. His voice is low. Smooth. Like velvet dipped in sin.

“H... Hi,” I manage. Oh great. Now I stutter.

He offers his hand. “I’m Dante.”

My name’s stuck somewhere behind my teeth. His hand is large, calloused, warm. I hesitate a second too long, caught between the instinct to keep hiding behind my crossed arms and the overwhelming need to feel him.

I give in and take it.

His grip is firm but careful, like I’m something fragile. His thumb brushes over the back of my knuckles.

And he doesn’t let go.

Tingles shoot from my hand straight up my arm, scattering into my chest like fireflies. My whole body is suddenly aware of him. How close he is, how he smells like spice and something darker. Masculine. Unapologetic.

I try to breathe. Try to remember my own name. Try not to think about how badly I want to know what that voice sounds like when he’s whispering filthy things in my ear.

He finally releases my hand, but his eyes don’t stray. Not once.

“I’m Avery,” I say eventually, my voice quieter than I mean it to be,

His smile deepens. “Avery,” he repeats, helping me to realize just how much I like it when he says my name.

And now I’m wondering what it would sound like if he groaned it against my skin.

No. Nope. This is a library. I am a librarian. This is not an appropriate place to give in to the kind of fantasies I want to have about this man.

I clear my throat and glance down, suddenly feeling overwhelmed by the huge mountain of a man standing in front of me.

“Can I help you find something?” I ask, because apparently I’ve forgotten how to speak like a normal person and that’s the best I can do. “In the library, I mean.”

He doesn’t answer right away. Just watches me like I’m the only person in the room with him right now.

Then, softly, he says, “You’re beautiful, you know that?”

My brain short-circuits. There’s no way he just said that. Not to me.

My first instinct is to laugh, except nothing about his expression says he’s joking. No smirk. No hint of irony. Just steady, matter-of-fact confidence, like he’s saying the sky is blue, or the earth is round.

I shift my weight, suddenly fighting the urge to run off and find a place to hide. Although, the truth is, there is nowhere else I would rather be, even if his attention is intense enough to leave me more than a little flustered.

“Thank you,” I murmur, and the next words fall out afterwards even though I don’t mean them to. “But you don’t have to say that.”

“I’m not the kind of guy who says things he doesn’t mean,” he replies, completely unbothered. “And I don’t lie. Especially not about something this obvious.”

I blink up at him as my brain takes a few seconds to catch up to what he’s saying.

One corner of his lip quirks upwards into a small grin that should not be as sexy as it is. “You walk into a room and light it up. You smile, and people lean in. You’ve got that quiet glow people notice. Including me.”

Okay, so apparently I’m going to die here. In the picture book section. At the hands of the most confident, infuriatingly attractive man alive.

My cheeks are burning. My heart is racing. And he’s still just watching me, like my flustered reaction is his favorite thing to witness.

I try to laugh it off. “Do you always come on this strong?”

His eyes flicker with something. Amusement maybe. Or hunger. “No. Never. But then I’ve never met anyone as breath-taking as you before now, either.”

A soft whimper escapes, and I quickly clamp my lower lip between my teeth to prevent any more from following it out.

His eyes widen slightly when he hears the noise, his nostrils flaring. Oh. That look in his eyes is definitely hunger. That’s all too obvious now. And he’s looking at me like I’m the sweetest dessert.

I squeeze my thighs together in a futile attempt to dampen the tingling sensation that has appeared between them.

“I want to take you out to dinner tonight,” he says, his voice steady. “When your shift ends here.”

“Tonight?” I ask, my voice little more than a surprised squeak.

He nods. “I know it’s sudden, but I don’t want to wait. When you see something worth chasing, you chase it.”

Oh.

My knees feel weak, and I lean casually against the shelf beside me, relying on it to keep me upright under the force of his attention.

My voice is small when it comes. “Okay. Sure. Dinner sounds... great.”

His lips twitch like he knew all along that I’d say yes. “Good.”

I let the word hang between us for a beat longer than necessary, then clear my throat and glance back towards the children’s section. “I should probably... get back to work.”

The smile he gives me is something softer now. Like he’s looking right through me and seeing every single naughty thought I’ve been desperately trying to suppress. “Of course,” he says, voice warm as velvet. “I’ll be right here when you’re done.”

I blink. “Here?”

He turns to a little display table a few steps away and grabs a hardcover without even looking at the title. “This looks good.”

And before I can ask anything else, he walks over to the small couch in the corner of the library and sits down like he’s got all the time in the world. Like watching me shelve books and talk to customers is a perfectly normal way to spend an afternoon.

I stand there for a second, frozen, gripping the book in my hands and forgetting where it was supposed to go.

He’s really just... staying to watch me work?

A ridiculous grin tugs at my lips, and I duck my head, turning away quickly so he doesn’t see it.

My face is already burning. And now my heart is doing a strange, fluttery thing every time I feel his eyes on me. Which is constantly. Because even though I’m trying not to look, every time I sneak a glace over my shoulder, he’s right there. Still watching. Still smiling.

It’s flattering. Overwhelming. Addictive.

I move through the stacks, pretending to straighten books that are already perfectly aligned, just to give myself a reason to take another peek at him.

He hasn’t touched the book he grabbed. Hasn’t looked away once.

And that should make me feel self-conscious... but it doesn’t somehow. No one has ever looked at me like this before, and I think I might actually like it.

He’s looking at me like I’m already his, and he’s just waiting for me to figure it out.

A part of me hopes he is right.


Chapter Four
Dante


Avery sits across from me in a quiet booth, tucked into the back corner of a dimly lit Italian restaurant. White linen tablecloth, flickering candlelight, soft strings playing overhead with some old Sinatra song.

And her.

She’s the centerpiece of the whole damn place.

Her eyes track everything with curiosity, but when they land on me, it’s like everything else fades out. I doubt she realizes she’s doing it, but she keeps brushing her fingertips against the edge of her water glass, like she needs something to anchor her.

Like I’ve unmoored her just by being here.

And I can’t deny the pride that swells up in my chest at the knowledge she seems to be just as affected by me as I am by her.

I take her in slowly, letting my eyes linger. The soft curves under her dress. The way her hair catches the light. The warmth in her face that doesn’t belong to someone used to being admired like this.

But she will get used to it. I’ll make sure of it. She’s got an entire lifetime ahead of her now, with me showing her every day just how damn perfect she is.

The server comes and goes, scribbling down our orders and refilling our drinks before disappearing again. The moment we’re alone, she reaches for her phone, fingers tapping nervously.

“Sorry, I just need to quickly text my dad,” she says with a quiet smile. “He’s expecting me home for dinner.”

My ears sharpen at the mention of her father.

“Close, are you?” I ask, keeping my tone light. Curious. Like I’m just making small talk.

“Yeah,” she says without hesitation. “Always have been. He’s the best guy I know.”

There’s that warm smile again. The one that melts my fucking heart every time I see it. But I nod slowly, filing that information away. If I’m going to keep my angel safe, I’ll need to know as much as possible about her and her family.

“What about your mom?”

Her expression shifts, just a flicker. Still soft, but touched with something that looks a lot like sadness.

“She died when I was really young,” she says. “But I have a stepmom now. Victoria. She’s great.”

I keep my jaw still as I have my suspicions confirmed. Her stepmom. My fingers wrap around the stem of my glass instead of curling into a fist.

Avery likes her. The woman who paid to have her killed. She thinks Victoria is great, and that makes my stomach turn.

To make things worse, that bitch is probably using the old man’s money to hire me to take out his daughter. The one he loves. The one he raised after losing his wife. Sick doesn’t even begin to cover it.

And meanwhile, Avery just sits there, glowing under candlelight, thinking the world is still a good place.

“Sounds like a solid family,” I finally manage, low and even.

Avery tilts her head slightly, studying me across the candlelight. “What about yours?”

It’s a simple question. Soft. Curious. But it lands like a brick to the chest.

I could lie. But something about the way she looks at me makes it feel impossible to give her anything but the truth.

I lean back in the booth and slide my fingers around the rim of my glass. “I didn’t have much of one.”

Her eyes don’t widen. She doesn’t rush to fill the silence. She waits, just listening. So I keep going, slow at first. Careful.

“Bounced around foster homes growing up. Never stayed anywhere long enough to unpack. You learn early not to get too attached. People come and go, and if you let yourself care, it just hurts more when they disappear.”

Avery’s expression shifts, like I’ve handed her something fragile, and she’s holding it gently in her hands.

“So I joined the military the second I turned eighteen,” I continue. “I needed a way out. Somewhere to go that wasn’t just... waiting around to be unwanted again. The structure was good for me. It gave me purpose. Kept me focused.”

I never tell anyone this. Hell, half the time I pretend I don’t remember most of it. But for her, it just spills out. Like my past is begging to be known by her.

Her voice is soft. “And now?”

Now I kill people for money, angel.

But I don’t say that.

Instead, I give her a half-truth. “Now I work for myself. I still like the discipline. The quiet.”

She nods, then laughs softly, sounding nervous. “Can I tell you a secret?”

I keep my face neutral, but my pulse spikes. Does she know she’s in danger? Or does she know who I really am? I don’t trust myself to speak, so I nod my head, tilting the corners of my lips up into a smile for her.

Avery nibbles on her lower lip for a moment before speaking. “This is kind of my first real date, you know. Like... dinner, conversation, whatever else is supposed to happen.”

I blink, and the earth tilts. “Really?”

Her cheeks are bright red, her fingers still playing with the edge of her water glass. “You’re surprised,” she says, almost shyly.

“Of course I’m surprised,” I reply. “A girl as incredible as you. How is that possible?”

Her shoulders rise and fall in a tiny shrug. “I just never met anyone I liked enough to go out with, I guess.”

Jesus Christ.

Something primal and sharp detonates in my chest, and I vow to myself that I’ll give her every first she’s never had. Every damn one. And I’ll ruin her for anyone else while I do it.

“Well, then,” I say, leaning forward. “I guess we’ll just have to make it a good one, won’t we?”

Her smile is tentative. Cute as hell. “I guess so.”

For the rest of the date, I can’t stop staring at her lips while she’s talking. Can’t stop watching the way she tucks her hair behind her ear when she gets self-conscious. The way she laughs, her eyes shining with warmth and something unguarded.

I want to touch her. Constantly. My fingers twitch restlessly as I battle with the urge.

She starts talking about her job at the library and her favorite childhood books, but I’m only half-listening because my blood’s rushing like a drumbeat in my ears.

I bet my angel doesn’t even know what she’s doing to me.

When the plates are cleared and I’ve paid the bill, we step outside. The air is cooler than before, and stars are starting to blink in the night sky. She wraps her arms around herself, and I notice the goosebumps standing out on her bare arms.

I don’t have a jacket to give her. Didn’t think I’d need one. So I do the next best thing.

I slide an arm around her shoulders and pull her close to my side. Her body fits against mine like it belongs there. Like she was made to be tucked under my arm. She doesn’t pull away. In fact, she leans into me, warm and soft.

We walk a few steps, her heels tapping lightly on the sidewalk, her perfume wrapping around me like a goddamn drug. My jaw flexes. My patience frays.

I can’t take it anymore.

I stop walking and she tilts her head to look up at me, a question just forming in her eyes.

Before she can ask it, I back her into the shadows. Her back hits the brick wall with a soft thud, and I cage her in with my body. My hand slides to her waist, my other braced beside her head. Her breath catches as she looks up at me with wide eyes and parted lips, like she knows exactly what’s about to happen.

I dip my head just enough for our faces to hover close.

“I’ve been thinking about doing this,” I murmur, voice low and rough, “since the second I saw you.”

Then I kiss her.

Not gently. Not cautiously.

Hard. Hungry. Like I’ve been starving for her for my entire life.

She gasps against my mouth, soft and startled, but she doesn’t hesitate. Her hands fist in the front of my shirt, yanking me closer like she needs me the way I need her. It’s not sweet. It’s not careful. It’s messy, wild, desperate.

She parts her lips and I take full advantage, deepening the kiss, claiming her mouth like it’s mine. Because it is. The first swipe of my tongue against hers has her moaning into me, and Jesus, I feel that sound like a bullet to the spine. My hand curls around her waist, dragging her tighter against me, and I feel every soft curve press into me like she was carved to fit.

She tilts her head, angling for more, like she wants to drown in it. Hell, I’ll let her. I’ll gladly go under with her.

I bring my hand up to her face, cupping her jaw to tilt her head further, kissing her harder, deeper, until her whole body is trembling. I can feel it. But she’s not scared. She’s burning, just like I am.

I kiss her deeper, slower, letting her feel every ounce of the heat I’ve been holding back. I want this imprinted on her. I want her lips swollen from my mouth. I want her walking away from the kiss and remembering exactly who she belongs to.

Because that’s what this is. A claim.

I don’t care who sees us. Let every bastard out there know she’s got someone now. Someone who’ll burn the goddamn world down if they so much as breathe near her.

When I finally pull back, it’s only because I have to. Because if I don’t, I’ll take her right here, up against this wall, under the stars where anyone could see. And she deserves more than that for her first time.

She’s breathing hard, lips kiss-bruised and parted, eyes glazed like she’s still spinning somewhere between reality and whatever the hell just happened.

I rest my forehead against hers, jaw clenched tight, trying to get a grip on myself.

Trying, and failing, not to fall completely.

“Come back to my place tonight,” I whisper against her lips.

Her lashes flutter. Her hands stay fisted in my shirt like she’s afraid I’ll vanish if she lets go.

Avery hesitates. I feel the flicker of caution, or decency, maybe, trying to reassert itself. And that panic I never let anyone see surges up fast and hot.

I don’t know what I’m going to do if she says no. I only know there is no way I can let her go home. Not when she’s sleeping under the same roof as someone who wants her dead.

I’d never forgive myself.

Then she looks up at me, lips curling into a breathless smile that damn near knocks me off my feet.

“Okay,” she says softly. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

Relief crashes through me like a tidal wave. I press a quick, almost reverent kiss to her lips before pulling back again.

Then I take her hand in mine, small and warm and perfect, and lead her toward the car, jaw tight with the effort it takes not to haul her over my shoulder and run.

Because she said yes, and now she’s coming home with me.

And I don’t think I’m ever letting her go.


Chapter Five
Avery


The door closes behind me with a soft, final-sounding click.

I stand just inside the entryway, frozen for a second, taking it all in. Dante’s place is... stunning. All clean lines and expensive finishes, dim lighting casting everything in a soft, golden glow. It smells like him too, warm and masculine, and I’m not sure if I want to explore or just stand here and breathe in the scent of him like some kind of lovesick maniac.

I take a few hesitant steps forward, trying not to feel too out of place in a house that looks like it belongs in a magazine. My stomach flutters. I’ve never been in a home like this. I’ve never been on a date like that. I’ve never... done any of this.

My heart is still racing from the kiss outside the restaurant. From the way he’s looked at me ever since he walked into the library earlier today. I fold my arms loosely over my stomach, suddenly aware of just how real this is. I’m in his house. With him. And I know exactly what’s about to happen.

That’s when I feel him step up behind me.

His arms slide around my waist, strong and sure, and every nerve in my body lights up like a switchboard. I don’t have time to think before his lips find the side of my neck, soft at first. Like he’s giving me a chance to stop him.

As if I could.

A tiny sound slips from my lips before I can catch it, and I feel his smile against my skin. My breath catches, legs going a little weak. Every last trace of nervousness burns away beneath the heat of his mouth. He kisses a spot just beneath my ear, and I swear something inside me melts.

“Relax,” he murmurs, voice low and sinful against my skin. “You’re with me now.”

A shudder works through me, and then I’m leaning back into his chest, eyes drifting closed, surrendering to the moment. He kisses my neck again, a little harder this time. It’s not enough.

He must sense that, because the next thing I know, he’s turning me in his arms, pressing me against the wall as his lips find mine again.

God, his lips. They’re firm and insistent, kissing me with a hunger that makes my stomach clench. His tongue slides against mine, slow and sensual, and it’s the most intoxicating feeling. He tastes like scotch and the faintest hint of something dark and spicy. It’s addicting.

One hand threads through my hair, cradling the back of my head, angling me just right to take the kiss deeper. He’s still caging me in with his body, pinning me against the wall like he can’t stand the thought of not touching me. I like that. The way his strength and size surround me. How it makes me feel safe and wanted all at once.

It feels natural, somehow. Like he’s always supposed to be holding me this way.

I slide my hands up his chest and wind them around his neck, clinging to him, and the low noise he makes against my mouth is pure sex. His free hand finds the hem of my dress, his fingers skimming the backs of my thighs, and then his hands are sliding up under my skirt, cupping my ass through the thin fabric of my panties.

Oh, God.

I gasp into his mouth, and the corner of his lips turn up.

“I’ve been dying to do this,” he whispers. “I’ve been thinking about getting my hands on you all day.”

His words send a bolt of liquid heat straight between my thighs, and I rock my hips against him involuntarily. He groans, deep and primal, and I can feel his erection digging into my hip.

My head is spinning. I can’t believe I’m here, in his arms, being kissed senseless. I’m not sure I’m actually awake. Maybe this is a dream. Maybe...

My thoughts fracture and fall apart when his hands slide around to the front, and then his fingertips are grazing the insides of my thighs, tracing up, up, higher, until he’s brushing against the soaked fabric of my panties.

“I can’t wait to hear you moan my name, angel,” he whispers.

And then his fingers are there, sliding the fabric aside and stroking up against my clit.

My hips jerk, and a broken whimper slips out. I cling to his shoulders, trying not to melt completely into a puddle at his feet.

“Fuck, Avery. You’re already soaked for me.”

I don’t even try to reply. All I can do is hold on and kiss him back, trying to match the intensity. He kisses me deeper, stroking slow circles over the most sensitive part of my body, and I have to break the kiss, gasping, because oh, God, that feels good.

“Don’t stop,” I manage, the words barely more than a whisper.

His fingers keep moving, and I’m rocking against his hand, panting, lost in a haze of pleasure, when his fingers move lower, and then one thick digit is sliding inside me.

“Dante,” I gasp, clinging tighter to him.

“There it is,” he growls. “Just like that.”

And then his finger is thrusting slowly, dragging over spots inside me that make me tremble and whimper and arch my back. I’ve never felt anything like it. Never imagined it could feel this good.

Another finger joins the first, stretching me, filling me up, and his palm grinds against my clit with every slow thrust. I can’t stop the sounds that are coming from my throat. Can’t keep from writhing against his hand, needing him deeper, wanting more.

“I’m going to make you come so many times you’ll be lucky if you can walk straight tomorrow, Avery,” he growls against my ear.

If any other man had said that to me, I would have assumed they were all talk. But with the way Dante is expertly stroking his fingers inside me, hitting spots that make me tremble and shake, I have no doubt he’s going to make good on that promise.

“Let go, angel,” he whispers. “Just let go.”

And then his fingers are speeding up, hitting deeper, harder, and his mouth crashes down on mine. My entire body goes rigid, my cry muffled by his lips as the orgasm hits me. The world blurs around the edges, and the only thing I’m aware of is Dante and the feeling of him working me through the release.

He drags every last aftershock from me until the only thing holding me upright is his body pinning me against the wall. When the tremors finally die away, he’s pulling his fingers free. His hand disappears from under my skirt, but I’m too boneless and weak to protest.

He brings his fingers to his mouth and licks them clean, eyes locked on mine. “Delicious.”

Heat explodes in my cheeks, and I have to look away, unable to handle how shamelessly sexy he is. He doesn’t let me hide for long, though. He tilts my face back up, his mouth covering mine in a slow, thorough kiss that tastes like me.

He pulls back with a smile.

“We’re just getting started,” he says, sliding an arm under my knees and lifting me off my feet.

My breath catches. His muscles bunch under my hands, and then we’re moving. He carries me effortlessly, despite the fact that I’m not exactly a lightweight. I bury my face in his neck, breathing him in, letting his warmth seep into me.

It doesn’t take long before we’re stepping into his bedroom. I only catch a glimpse of the dark wood and black bedding before I’m laid down gently on the sheets. He’s on top of me a second later, his big body pinning mine to the mattress, his mouth finding my neck.

I wrap my arms around him, letting him nip and suck, reveling in the sensation of his weight bearing down on me.

He’s got a hand up my dress again, and then his thumb is tracing slow circles over my clit while he kisses down my neck, over the tops of my breasts, along the edge of my dress. I can’t help arching up into his touch, gasping at the sensation, and then his hands are on the zipper at the side of my dress, working it down.

He’s tugging the fabric off, baring me inch by inch, and he’s so focused on the task that I have to fight the urge to cover myself with my hands. He’s undressing me like it’s a privilege, not a chore. Like he can’t wait to see all of me.

By the time the dress is tossed away, I’m trembling.

I’ve always been self-conscious of my body. Too curvy. Too much everywhere. My stomach is soft, my thighs full and thick. There are stretch marks on my hips and my breasts. I know men aren’t interested in that.

I’ve never had a guy see me this way. Not completely bare and vulnerable.

“Christ,” Dante says, staring down at me. His voice is thick and his eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them.

Heat surges through me. He doesn’t seem to mind. Not the curves, or the marks, or the imperfections.

In fact, he looks hungry. Starved.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he says, voice rough with emotion.

“I...”

He shakes his head, cutting off my words. “No. Don’t even try to argue with me, Avery.”

Then his lips are back on my skin, kissing a path down over the curve of my stomach, along the insides of my thighs, and I’m squirming against him, unsure how much more I can take.

His eyes flick up, finding mine. Holding them.

“You’re going to come on my tongue,” he says, and it’s not a request.

He peels my panties off, sliding them down my legs before discarding them on the floor. Then his mouth is on me a second later, hot and insistent, licking and sucking, and I’m lost. I fall back against the pillows, fingers tangling in his hair, hips rocking, chasing the feeling. He makes a low noise of approval, and the vibration makes my toes curl.

He licks and teases, making me writhe and whimper, his hands gripping my thighs hard, keeping me spread open. It’s so filthy, and so hot, and so good. And the whole time, he keeps watching me, those dark eyes drinking in every sound and every reaction.

Like I’m the most gorgeous thing he’s ever seen.

“Dante,” I gasp, the word falling from my lips.

He groans, his mouth working faster, tongue lashing over my clit, and I’m arching off the bed, so close to the edge, my breath coming in shallow pants.

“Come for me, angel,” he says, voice muffled.

And then he’s licking me, faster and harder, his grip tightening on my thighs, and oh, God, I’m falling. I’m flying. I’m lost somewhere in a storm of pleasure, and his mouth is relentless, working me through it, only slowing when the aftershocks are finally done.

“You taste like fucking heaven,” he says, his lips curving.

His mouth is wet with my release. My face is burning. My whole body is trembling and languid and sated, and yet, somehow, I still want more.

He moves up the bed, settling over me again, his lips finding mine.

“So sweet,” he whispers. “I could get addicted.”

A thrill shoots through me. Then his mouth is on mine again, kissing me like I’m his lifeline. Like he needs me. Like he’s just as addicted as he claims.

His tongue is still flavored with me, and that realization has heat coiling in my stomach.

I’m the one who deepens the kiss. My legs part, wrapping around his waist, and the motion makes me gasp, because his erection is hard and thick and pressed right against the most sensitive part of me.

But he’s still wearing far too many clothes. So I begin unbuttoning his shirt. I fumble a little, and his hand comes up to cover mine, helping me. He shrugs the shirt off, and then it’s just skin and muscle and heat and strength.

He’s all smooth lines and hard planes, the cut of his muscles clearly defined, and I can’t help staring. My hand runs down his chest, exploring. His breath hitches, and I glance up. He’s watching me, jaw clenched, eyes dark with hunger.

The bulge in his pants is impossible to miss, and suddenly, I can’t focus on anything but that. I’m nervous and excited and scared and desperate all at once.

“Can I...” I bite my lip, glancing up at him. “Can I touch you, Dante?”

His nostrils flare, his jaw ticking. But he nods.

My hand drifts lower, fingers shaking a little as I undo the button on his pants. When the zipper is down, he shifts a little, helping me pull the pants down his hips and over his thighs. He kicks them away, and then his cock is jutting up, thick and heavy and bigger than I expected.

I’m frozen for a second, just staring at it, wondering how that is supposed to fit.

Dante must read the nervousness on my face, because his lips quirk, and then his hand is threading through my hair, cradling the back of my head.

“Relax,” he murmurs, dipping his head to kiss the side of my neck. “I’m going to take good care of you, angel. I promise it will feel so good.”

And somehow, the tension does drain away. Because I trust him.

I reach out, wrapping my hand around his length. He lets out a low groan, and the sound is like fuel to the fire in my belly. I run my palm over him, feeling the soft skin and the throbbing heat, and it makes me ache between my thighs.

He kisses a path over my collarbone, down to my breast, taking my nipple into his mouth. I let out a startled moan, and he bites down, making a bolt of heat shoot straight between my legs. His tongue soothes the sting, and then his teeth are scraping over the sensitive peak, and I can’t stop touching him.

I stroke him up and down, my thumb running over the swollen head, spreading the drops of liquid that have gathered there.

“Fuck, Avery,” he groans against my skin, thrusting into my hand. “You keep that up and this is going to be over before it starts.”

Then his hand is wrapped around my wrist, gently tugging my hand away.

I’m not disappointed for long. He positions himself between my thighs, the head of his cock nudging gently against my soaked pussy lips.

“I’m going to make you mine now, angel. I’m going to pop your sweet cherry and then I’m going to flood your womb with my cum. Because once I’ve had you, I’m never, ever letting you go. I can’t.”

A shiver rolls down my spine. His eyes are dark and intense, his expression fierce, and I know he means every word.

His words should scare me. It’s too much, too soon. But it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.

“Please,” I whisper. “Please, Dante.”

And then he’s kissing me again, slow and deep and so tender it makes my chest ache. His hips move, and the head of his cock is right there, pushing slowly inside. I tense automatically, and he kisses me harder, deeper, until I relax.

“I’ll never hurt you, Avery,” he says against my lips.

“I know,” I tell him.

He groans and his hips move forward, pushing the thick, blunt head inside. It’s tight and a little uncomfortable, and then there’s a sharp pinch.

“Relax,” he growls.

And I do, sinking back into the pillows, giving myself over to him completely.

He slides in another inch, his breath coming harder.

“God, Avery. You’re so fucking tight. You feel like heaven.”

I shift a little, trying to ease the pressure, and it pushes him deeper. He grits his teeth, his jaw clenching. I can see the strain on his face. I can tell how much it’s costing him to go slow. To let me get used to the intrusion.

I slide my hands down his back, digging my nails into his skin. “More,” I whisper.

“Angel,” he groans. “Don’t. I don’t know if I can be gentle much longer. You feel too fucking good.”

“More, Dante. Please.”

He swears under his breath, and then his hips are pressing forward, and oh, God, he’s so deep. I’m so full. It hurts, but in a way that makes me tremble, that makes a wave of liquid heat pool between my thighs.

His eyes lock on mine.

“Mine,” he says, his voice a low, possessive rumble.

Then he’s thrusting, and it hurts and feels incredible and I can’t catch my breath.

His pace is slow at first, dragging himself almost all the way out, until just the head is inside, and then sinking deep, bottoming out. He grinds against me with every thrust, his pelvis grinding over my clit, and soon, the pleasure is outweighing the discomfort.

My back arches, my hips moving to meet him, and his lips find mine, kissing me hungrily.

“You’re so perfect,” he whispers against my lips. “You were made for me.”

I can’t think. Can’t speak. I’m lost in him, clinging to him, rocking up into him, moaning with every stroke.

“That’s it, angel. Take my cock.”

“Yes,” I gasp, and his teeth scrape over my bottom lip.

“Such a good girl. My good girl.”

He’s thrusting faster now, harder, and my body is humming with need.

“Dante,” I say, my voice high and breathy. “Oh, God.”

“Are you going to come for me, angel? Are you going to let go and soak my cock with that sweet honey?”

“Please,” I say. “Please, Dante, yes. Oh, God, please.”

“Let go, Avery. Come for me.”

He slides a hand down between our bodies, his fingers stroking my clit, and oh, God, the sensations are too much. My back arches, my mouth opens in a silent cry, and then the orgasm is hitting me. It’s different than the last two, so much stronger. Wave after wave of pleasure, and the whole time, he’s working me through it, his hips thrusting, his lips at my ear, his words dirty and sexy and claiming.

“That’s it, Avery. Fuck. Yes. Soak my cock. Good girl. I want to feel your pussy squeezing me tight. Come all over me.”

He doesn’t stop, his fingers relentless on my clit, and oh, God, the climax won’t let up. The orgasm seems to stretch on forever, and by the time the tremors finally subside, I’m limp and panting and barely able to move.

Dante’s thrusts are coming harder now, faster. His face is strained, his jaw clenched, his muscles taut. He’s so beautiful. I can’t take my eyes off him.

“I’m going to fill you up, Avery,” he growls. “Are you ready for that? Ready for my cum?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “I want it. Please, Dante.”

The idea that I can please a man like him, that he wants me so much, is intoxicating.

“Christ, angel,” he says, and then he’s thrusting harder, and with a final deep stroke, he’s coming.

His entire body tenses, his cock pulsing, and the sensation of his release sends another wave of pleasure through me.

“Dante,” I say, gasping his name.

“Mine,” he growls.

His mouth covers mine, his tongue plunging between my lips, his cock jerking inside me, filling me.

When his release is finally over, he collapses beside me, gathering me in his arms. He rolls, putting me on top of him, and I settle against his chest, my head on his shoulder.

We lie like that, neither of us speaking. His hands are in my hair, and I can feel the beat of his heart under my cheek.

“I’ve got you, angel,” he murmurs, stroking my hair. “Forever. I’ll always take care of you and keep you safe.”

A small smile tugs at my lips, and I snuggle closer, letting the steady beat of his heart lull me to sleep.


Chapter Six
Dante


The library is quiet.

Late afternoon sun filters through the tall windows, gilding everything it touches in soft gold. Dust hangs suspended in the air like time itself has slowed down. I’m sitting in one of the heavy leather chairs tucked into a corner, doing nothing but watching her.

Avery.

She’s shelving books a few aisles over, not even aware of the absolute destruction she’s causing just by existing in my line of sight. Her hair’s tied up, loose strands curling against her cheek. She keeps tucking one behind her ear, and every time she does it, my blood gets hotter. I’m not even sure I’ve blinked in the last five minutes.

God, she looks good in that damn pencil skirt. And even better when she bends over to put a book on the bottom shelf. I swear she turns her back to me purposely every time she does it, showing off the delicious round curves of her ass. She might have been innocent when I first met her, but she’s quickly turning into a little temptress.

And when it comes to my angel, I’m all too happy to be led into temptation.

It’s been three days since she first came home with me. Three days of her in my bed, in my kitchen, in my space, soft and sweet and mine. She hasn’t gone back to her house once, and I haven’t let her out of my sight. I’ve spent every minute either touching her or aching to. I’m in too deep and I know it. But knowing doesn’t stop the need.

And it sure as hell doesn’t ease the guilt chewing its way through my chest.

She doesn’t know I’ve been lying to her every minute we’ve spent together. Doesn’t know the woman who married her father is trying to put her in the ground.

And I haven’t done a damn thing to stop it… because I can’t stop touching her long enough to think.

It should’ve been handled already. I should’ve gone to Victoria’s house the day after Avery unofficially moved in with me and made sure she never so much as breathed in Avery’s direction again. But I didn’t. Because I didn’t want to break the spell.

Because I’m selfish.

Because every time Avery looks at me with that wide, trusting smile, I feel like maybe I can be someone better. Like I can be the kind of man she deserves. If only for a little while longer.

But it’s running out. That grace period. The peace. Eventually, I’m going to have to deal with the woman who paid me to murder the girl currently humming while she alphabetizes the romance section.

Avery glances up just then and catches me watching. Her face lights up like it always does when she sees me, and she gives a little wave like we’re two teenagers at school instead of what we are... whatever the hell that is. Dangerous. Fragile. Collapsing.

And just like that, guilt slides sideways into something darker. Something hungrier. I shift in the chair, jaw clenched tight. I’ve been sitting here for hours just watching her move, and it’s killing me. The way she walks. The way she talks to people. The way she looks at me like I’m the hero in this story and not the loaded gun she’s unknowingly sleeping beside every night.

I want to get her out of here. Take her home. Bend her over the first surface I see and remind her that she belongs to me. That she chose me.

And God help me, I’ll do it. Just as soon as the clock hits five.

The minutes crawl.

I spend them watching the tiny hand on the wall clock and pretending I’m not imagining Avery spread out across my bed again, gasping my name. Every passing second makes it worse. Every soft smile she throws my way across the room sinks its claws in deeper. She bites her lip as she shelves the last few books, and it’s pure agony. I’m seconds away from dragging her out the door like a caveman.

Finally, the clock ticks to five.

I’m already halfway out of my seat when I see her walking toward me, that little bounce in her step… but something in her expression flickers. Hesitation, nerves, maybe even guilt. When she stops in front of me, she’s got that sweet, sheepish look on her face that always makes my chest do something stupid.

“I, um…” She brushes a curl behind her ear, avoiding my eyes for a second. “My dad called earlier. He wants us to come over for dinner tonight.”

“Dinner? With... your dad?” I repeat slowly, already feeling my carefully plotted plans for the evening unravel.

“Yeah. He says it’s time he meets the mystery man who’s apparently swept me off my feet.” She gives a soft laugh and shrugs. “I didn’t know how to say no.”

I’d had a very different kind of evening planned. One that involved her bent over every available surface in my home, soft and breathless and begging me to breed her. I’d been counting down the hours. Now I’ve got to trade all that for small talk and keeping my hands off her while pretending not to fantasize about spilling blood if Victoria so much as looks at Avery wrong.

Frustration pulses sharp and hot through my veins. But so does something else.

Relief.

Because maybe this is exactly what I need. A controlled environment. Her dad present. A perfect excuse to look Victoria in the eye and remind her that I’m not her hired killer anymore. I’m Avery’s man now. Her protector.

She won’t try anything with witnesses around. And if I play it cool, I can rattle her cage and still walk out of there with my girl safe at my side.

I drag in a breath, smoothing my face before she can pick up on the war in my head. Then I reach out, tucking a knuckle under her chin to make her meet my eyes.

“Of course,” I say gently. “I can’t wait to meet your dad.”

Her bright smile is everything, and God help anyone who tries to take that from her.

***

The outside of the house is exactly what I expected.

Elegant. Expensive. Dressed up in false warmth like a stage set, meant to look lived in, but there’s no soul in it. It’s just manicured shrubs, and a front door so polished it probably has its own cleaning schedule.

Avery doesn’t notice any of that. She’s practically glowing as we walk up the front steps, her hand snug in mine, her excitement bleeding into every step. “He’s gonna love you,” she says with a smile, squeezing my fingers.

He better. I’m the reason his daughter’s still breathing. For a second, a chill runs down my spine as I consider what might have happened if Victoria had chosen another man for the job. If some other hitman had gotten their hands on my angel.

The door opens before Avery can pull her keys from her purse, and there she is.

Victoria.

For a split second, she freezes. Her eyes find mine and the blood drains from her face like someone pulled the plug on her bloodstream.

There is it. Recognition. Panic. But she hides it quickly behind a fake smile.

Avery doesn’t notice. She’s too busy smiling, too caught up in excitement to see the way Victoria stiffens like a deer staring down a scope.

“Hi,” Avery chirps. “Victoria, this is Dante. My boyfriend.”

I step forward, a polite smile in place, wrapping an arm around Avery’s waist in silent warning.

“Nice to meet you,” I say smoothly. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Victoria’s lashes flicker. Her lips curve up. “Have you?” she says, her voice sickly sweet.

Avery, oblivious to the undercurrent of venom threading the air, beams and looks between us. “Victoria married my dad five years ago, and we’ve been great friends ever since.”

My jaw tightens, but I keep my smile fixed. “Is that so?”

Victoria laughs lightly, but her knuckles are white where she grips the door.

“Of course. What’s not to love about Avery?” she asks, and I narrow my eyes at the scheming little bitch.

Before I can answer, Victoria steps aside to let us in, plastering on a brittle grin like her world isn’t quietly imploding in front of her eyes.

Avery leads me in, unaware that anything is wrong.

As we move deeper into the house, I take in every detail with a soldier’s eye. Exit points. Sight lines. The weight of Victoria’s stare burning into my back.

She knows she’s not in control anymore. The game has changed, and she doesn’t know the rules.

And I’m going to enjoy every second of watching her squirm.

“Dad!” Avery calls out as we enter the kitchen.

A tall man stands by the stove, stirring something in a pan that smells delicious. He’s got silver hair at the temples and his eyes are warm when they land on Avery. His presence is calm, steady.

“Pumpkin,” he says, smiling widely as he comes to pull his daughter into a hug. “There’s my girl.”

Pumpkin? That’s cute. I make a mental note to tease her about that when we get home.

“This is Dante,” she says, eyes shining.

He turns to him, hand outstretched. “I’m Graham. Avery’s father.”

I take his hand and give it a firm shake. “It’s a pleasure, sir.”

And it is. Because if he raised my angel alone, I’ve got no doubt that he’s a good man. The kind that never deserved to be shackled to a venomous bitch like the one currently standing behind us, clenching her jaw so hard I can hear her teeth grinding.

I smile a little wider.

This dinner is going to be fun.

After a few minutes of idle chatter, we all move to the dining room. Avery takes the seat beside me, while Graham sits the other side of her, at the head of the table. Victoria settles on the other end, like the crownless queen she pretends to be.

Dinner is good.

The atmosphere is not.

The air is thick with a kind of civility that feels like a wire pulled too tight, one sharp tug away from snapping. The clink of cutlery, the soft murmur of conversation, the forced rhythm of shared small talk.

Victoria is porcelain. Polished. Brittle.

She sits at the far end of the table, wine glass in hand, eyes like glass shards every time they flick my way. She hasn’t said much since we sat down, but she doesn’t have to. Her silence is thick enough to choke on.

She watches me like I’m a bomb ticking down in her goddamn dining room.

Good.

Avery’s father is the opposite. Warm, open, the kind of man who fills a room with presence instead of pretense. He asks about my time in the military, jokes about how fast Avery seems to have fallen for me, nudges her ribs when she turns pink and hides behind her water glass.

The love between them is real. It’s obvious he adores her, and that the adoration is returned.

And something bitter twists low in my chest because he’s good. A real father. The kind of man who’d lay down his life for his little girl without blinking, and he has no idea he’s married to a predator who’s trying to have her killed.

I chew, I nod, I smile in all the right places. But every other second, my eyes are drifting back to Avery.

She’s so sweet. So happy. So goddamn trusting.

How the hell am I ever going to tell her the truth?

I don’t get the chance to dwell on that for too long, because the clink of cutlery signals the end of the meal. Victoria stands and begins gathering plates with a brittle smile stretched too tight across her face.

“I’ll help with that,” I say smoothly, rising from my seat.

Avery turns to look at me, all wide-eyed and grateful. “Are you sure?”

“Of course, angel.” I press a soft kiss to her temple and slide a hand down her back before collecting a few dishes. “Least I can do.”

Victoria doesn’t say a word as I follow her into the kitchen, but I can feel the heat rolling off her. Rage, fear, contempt. She sets the plates down by the sink with a controlled clatter, then spins on her heel to face me.

And there it is. The sneer. The malice.

“I had no idea becoming her boyfriend was part of your plan to kill her,” she hisses, voice low and venom-laced. “But I don’t care if you want to use the bitch before putting an end to her, I guess. Just don’t take too long about it. I paid you to do a job, after all.”

It’s so casual. So callous. So fucking cruel.

Something in me goes cold.

Not fiery, not explosive. Just frozen solid. A black, glacial fury that sharpens my edges and makes everything go still.

I step forward. Slowly.

Victoria takes an instinctive half-step back, but she’s already boxed in, trapped between the edge of the counter and the weight of my presence. I don’t touch her. I wouldn’t want to.

“You really are a piece of work,” I murmur, voice like cracked glass.

Her jaw tightens. I see her preparing a comeback, but I don’t give her the chance.

“You want a status update on your little job, Victoria? Fine. Here it is.” I lean in just enough to drop my voice to something lethal. “The job’s off.”

Her eyes flare. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” I let a slow, grim smile stretch across my face. “I’m not hurting her. I’m not touching a single hair on her head. In fact, I’m going to spend every goddamn day making her smile. Making her feel safe. Loved. Worshiped.”

Victoria’s face twists with fury. “You little...”

“If you want your money back,” I cut her off, “feel free to take me to court. I’d love to hear you explain to a judge exactly what you paid me for.”

She goes rigid.

“And just so we’re clear,” I add, stepping even closer, “every cent you gave me? I’m going to spend it on her. Designer clothes. Vacations. A diamond ring the size of your spiteful little heart. It’s all going to her.”

I pause, letting the silence stretch like a blade between us.

“Now. Here’s how this is going to go,” I continue. “You’re going to file for divorce. And then you’re going to leave the country. I don’t care where. But if you’re still within reach this time tomorrow…”

I let the threat dangle in the air like a noose.

I don’t say the words. I don’t have to.

Victoria’s face has drained of color. Her lips are pressed so tight they’re almost white, and her eyes, furious and gleaming, can’t hide the flicker of fear underneath.

She doesn’t speak.

She just stares at me like she’s trying to hold her ground, trying to win some silent battle of wills.

But she’s already lost.

Because she thought she’d hired a killer. But I’ll become her executioner if I have to.


Chapter Seven
Avery


Dante follows Victoria out of the dining room, offering to help with the dishes. His hand brushes my spine as he passes, a fleeting touch meant to be affectionate, but it’s tight. Tense.

Something changed in him as soon as he rose to his feet to help my stepmom. I saw it. I felt it.

And I don’t know why, but it unsettles me.

Dad takes another sip of wine, smiling across the table. “So, he seems like a good guy.”

“Yeah,” I say, my voice softer than I mean it to be. “He really is.”

Except that strange tension is still lingering like a shadow in my chest, and I can’t seem to shake it.

“I think I’ll go help too,” I offer, standing and gathering two of the empty wine glasses from the table. “Victoria will have a fit if she thinks I’m just letting my boyfriend do all the heavy lifting.”

Dad chuckles and nods, lifting his glass in mock salute. “Good idea, pumpkin. Should never piss off the lady of the house.”

I smile, but it’s a little strained around the edges. “Be right back.”

I walk down the hallway with slow, careful steps. The glasses chime faintly in my hands.

The light from the dining room fades behind me, and the murmur of conversation disappears entirely. Ahead, the house is quiet, but not in a peaceful way. It feels like the silence before a storm.

Something about it makes me slow down.

I’m not sure why I pause a few steps from the kitchen door. Maybe it’s the way my chest tightens, or the prickling sense that something is… wrong. Off. Like the air is too still. Like I’ve stepped into a moment I’m not supposed to witness.

And then I hear Victoria’s voice, sharp and full of hate.

“I had no idea becoming her boyfriend was part of your plan to kill her. But I don’t care if you want to use the bitch before putting an end to her, I guess. Just don’t take too long about it. I paid you to do a job, after all.”

My entire body goes still, like the air just got sucked out of my lungs. My heart lurches so hard I swear I hear it thud against my ribs. I can’t breathe. I can’t think.

Did I... hear that right? He plans to kill me?

My knees feel like they’re going to buckle.

I flatten myself silently against the wall beside the kitchen doorway, gripping the glasses so hard I’m amazed they haven’t shattered already.

Victoria hired someone to kill me?

She hired Dante...

No. That can’t be right.

The man who made me laugh. The man who devoured every inch of me like he could never get enough. The man who pulled me closer in his sleep like he was afraid I’d disappear.

That man is a killer?

My thoughts spiral in a dizzy, chaotic rush.

Was I just a job? Is he still planning to kill me? How could he treat me the way he has and call me his angel if he was only going to hurt me?

I don’t even realize I’m crying until I taste the salt on my lips. And then I hear his voice.

“You really are a piece of work.”

There’s a pause, and I squeeze my eyes shut, bracing for whatever’s coming next.

“You want a status update on your little job, Victoria? Fine. Here it is. The job’s off.”

“Excuse me?” Victoria’s sharp intake of breath makes me flinch.

“You heard me. I’m not hurting her. I’m not touching a single hair on her head. In fact, I’m going to spend every goddamn day making her smile. Making her feel safe. Loved. Worshiped.”

My breath hitches. My heart breaks.

“You little...”

“If you want your money back, feel free to take me to court. I’d love to hear you explain to a judge exactly what you paid me for.”

Another pause. A quiet one. I imagine her face, pale and furious.

“And just so we’re clear, every cent you gave me? I’m going to spend it on her. Designer clothes. Vacations. A diamond ring the size of your spiteful little heart. It’s all going to her.”

The glasses shake in my grip.

He’s not going to kill me.

That should be a relief. And in some way, it is. But it’s buried beneath so many layers of shock and betrayal and heartbreak that I can’t even feel it properly.

He’s a killer.

He was supposed to be my killer.

And now what? He just decided... not to be? Why?

The hands that touched me so tenderly are the same hands that have ended lives. And yet he says he loves me. That he wants to worship me.

I don’t know what to do with any of this.

My chest hurts so badly it feels like it might split in two.

I stumble back from the kitchen, trying to keep the glasses from clinking, but they still knock faintly together. The sound cuts through me like a blade.

I need to get out of here. Now.

I rush back down the hallway, tears falling freely. The moment I reach the dining room, I move straight to the table and set the glasses down far too hard. They shatter into pieces, and the sound is so jarring that Dad jerks his head up.

“Avery? Pumpkin, what’s wrong?”

But I can’t speak. My voice is gone, buried under the weight of everything I just heard. So I just shake my head and grab my purse with trembling hands.

“Avery!” he calls, alarmed. “Talk to me, pumpkin, please. Tell me what happened?”

But I can’t. I can’t talk. Can’t breathe.

I run.

The night air slaps my face as I burst outside. The porch lights blur through the flood of tears clouding my vision.

I fumble with my keys, dropping them once before I manage to shove them into the lock and climb into my car.

My hands are shaking so badly I can barely hold the wheel. I start the engine and pull away.

I don’t know where I’m going. I just know I can’t stay.


Chapter Eight
Dante


Victoria’s glare is venomous, but I don’t flinch. I meet it with the same cold fury, the kind that burns quiet and deep, the kind that doesn’t lash out until it’s already too late. The air between us crackles. I could choke on the tension.

But before either of us can speak again, the kitchen door swings open hard enough to rattle the frame. Graham barrels in, breath short, face lined with panic.

“What the hell is going on?” he demands. “Avery came to help you two, and then she just left the house in tears. She wouldn’t even speak to me. So what happened?”

My stomach drops like I’ve taken a bullet.

She heard.

Panic seizes my chest with iron claws, and my heartbeat turns to thunder. Shit. She must have heard everything.

I need to move fast. There’s no time for explanations. No time for anything but getting to my angel.

“Ask your wife,” I snap, slicing a look toward Victoria that’s all venom and malice.

Victoria shifts, blocking the path between me and the door like she’s considering stopping me. She doesn’t know me well enough to realize what a huge mistake that is.

I hold out my hand. “Give me your car keys. We came in Avery’s car tonight, so I need to borrow yours.”

She hesitates.

My gaze darkens and I take one step forward. Just one.

Victoria stiffens. My message is clear: Try me, and you’ll regret it. Graham takes a step forward, too, and I have to respect him for that. He’s just as willing to protect his woman as I am mine, even if his woman is a disgusting excuse for a human being. But that’s not his fault.

“It’s fine,” she says to Graham as she drops the keys into my palm.

I don’t say another word. I’m out the door in seconds, the echo of Graham’s voice behind me rising in demand as the front door slams shut.

The second I get behind the wheel, I yank my phone from my jacket and open the app. A little black icon, hidden behind a folder labeled “Documents.” Not for spying. For safety.

I’d synced it to Avery’s phone the first night she stayed at my place, so that if we ever did get separated for any reason, then I’d be able to find her. And right now, I’m so fucking glad I did.

The tracker kicks in and a dot glows on the screen. It’s moving.

I peel out of the driveway fast enough to make the tires scream. Headlights slash through the dark. My focus tunnels. All I’m aware of is the dot on the screen, the trembling steering wheel beneath my hands, and the raw prayer screaming through my skull:

Please let her be okay. Let her forgive me. Let me make this right.

After driving for several minutes, she stops moving.

The address loads, and it’s some seedy, grimy roadside motel on the outskirts of town. One of those places where the neon “vacancy” sign is half-lit and flickering, and the walls are thin enough to bleed regret through the drywall.

Fuck.

My blood surges hot and fast. My girl, my sweet angel, went to a dirty, run-down motel? Alone? God knows what kind of people hang around places like that. Just the thought of her spending the night behind one of those rotting doors, terrified and crying, makes me want to tear the world apart.

I push the pedal down harder, suddenly even more desperate to get to her.

My tires screech as I skid to a stop in the parking lot. The smell of smoke and alcohol and despair hits me as soon as I open the door. I slam it behind me, stalking past the line of broken-down cars toward the room at the end.

Her car is parked in the corner.

I rap sharply on the door, jaw tight. “Avery?”

Silence.

My heart clenches. “Angel, please, open the door. We need to talk.”

The knob clicks, and then the door creaks open. She’s standing there with red-rimmed eyes and blotchy cheeks. Her shoulders are trembling like she’s barely holding herself together.

And fuck, it feels like something inside me breaks clean in two. I caused that. Caused the pain and fear that’s written all over her face. I vowed to protect her, and it’s clear I’ve done a shitty job.

I step inside slowly and close the door behind me. Then I drop to my knees, willing to do whatever it takes to make her believe how sorry I am for everything I’ve done.

I look up at her, my voice raw. “I know what you heard. I know what it sounded like. But I swear to you, Avery, I was never going to hurt you.”

She says nothing. Just watches me. Silent. Cautious. Fragile.

“I agreed to the job before I ever saw your face,” I continue, words tumbling out now, like the idea of keeping anything from her ever again is the most abhorrent thing in the world. “But the second I saw your photo, I knew I could never go through with it. I couldn’t lay a finger on you. All I wanted to do was keep you safe. Protect you from Victoria. And punish her for even thinking about hurting you.”

Still, Avery doesn’t speak. She won’t even look at me.

Finally, I hear that sweet voice I love, so soft and unsure it shreds me a little more.

“Even if you’re not going to hurt me... you still kill people for a living, Dante. You’re not the man I thought you were.”

I close my eyes. Now that cut deep, but I don’t blame her. I’m the one who screwed up. But even now I can’t bring myself to regret being a hitman, because if that part of my life had never happened, I might never have met her. My beautiful angel.

“You’re right,” I say, my voice broken. “I was a killer. I’ve done things that are unforgivable.”

I look up again, holding her gaze.

“But you… you changed everything, Avery. You made me want more than the life I had. You made me want to be someone better. Someone worthy of you.”

I shift slightly, still kneeling. My voice softens, nearly cracks.

“I swear to you, I’m done. No more jobs. No more killing. That part of my life is over. I don’t want blood on my hands anymore. I just want you.”

I paint the dream like it’s already real, because in my mind, it is.

“I want a wedding. I want to wake up next to you every morning in a home we built together. I want little feet running through the hallway, a backyard full of laughter. I want to spend every day loving you, taking care of you, giving you every damn thing you ever wanted.”

A silence stretches between us, thick and uncertain, before she finally finds her voice again.

“You promise there won’t be any more killing?” she asks. Small. Hopeful. Scared.

I don’t hesitate. “I promise. On everything. On my life, Avery. I swear it.”

She starts pacing the room, still trembling, like she’s walking through the wreckage of a storm. Then she turns back to me.

“And… everything you felt for me?” Her voice catches. “It was real? It wasn’t just some game you were playing to try and get close to me? So you could hurt me?”

That one fucking destroys me.

I shake my head fiercely. “No. God, no. Avery, you’re the only thing in my life that’s ever felt real. There was no game. No con. No pretending.”

I take a deep breath, ready to lay my heart bare. “I’m in love with you. And I will spend every day of my life proving it. Giving you the world. Protecting you. Worshipping you. Loving you. Until there’s nothing left of me.”

She stands frozen for a moment. Then, slowly, she steps forward, her eyes never leaving mine.

She lowers herself down until we’re face-to-face again, both on our knees.

“Kiss me,” she whispers. “I don’t want to think about this anymore. I just want to feel your love. Make me believe in it again.”

I don’t hesitate.

Our mouths collide, and it’s a clash of pain and hunger and raw, aching relief. We devour each other, like we’re trying to consume all the hurt between us and replace it with nothing but heat and hope and forgiveness.

I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her closer, kissing her so hard she gasps, but I don’t let up. She presses herself against me, and the feel of her body, so perfect and soft, is enough to make my heart lurch in my chest.

She needs this. Needs the connection, the reassurance that this is real. That we’re real. And I’ll give her whatever the fuck she needs. Always.

I grip her hair and tilt her head back, angling her mouth for a deeper kiss. Her fingers twist in my shirt, clinging, pulling. She’s so hungry. So desperate. It breaks my fucking heart, knowing how much pain I put her through.

I pull back a little, pressing kisses down her jaw and throat. “Let me worship you, angel,” I breathe. “I’ll show you exactly how much I love you. How much I want you. Just let me take care of you.”

She nods, and relief washes over me.

My angel still wants me, after everything I’ve done. And now it’s time for me to claim her properly, with no secrets lingering between us.


Chapter Nine
Dante


We’re on the bed a moment later, tangled up in each other, clothes ripping, breaths coming short and fast.

There’s no finesse, no slow seduction. It’s messy and needy and almost violent. Our kisses are deep and bruising.

She claws at me, moans into my mouth, writhes beneath me.

“Tell me,” she breathes. “Tell me again.”

“I love you,” I rasp, kissing down her throat. “Only you, Avery. Fuck. Always you.”

My hands find the buttons on her shirt and I tear them open, baring the lacy bra underneath. The sight of her breasts makes my cock surge, and a low groan slips from my lips.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I growl. “Every inch of you.”

She shivers, and I slip her bra down, baring her breasts. They’re gorgeous, round and flushed, the rosy pink tips already hard. I take one nipple in my mouth and suck, and the sound that falls from her lips makes my entire body burn.

Fuck.

I bite down gently, and her back arches.

“Oh god,” she whimpers.

I release her breast and kiss my way down her soft belly, dragging her skirt and panties off in one tug. The sight of her naked on the bed makes my pulse spike. She’s so goddamn perfect. It’s like every curve was sculpted by the gods themselves, just for me.

I strip my own clothes away, and she reaches for me. Her touch is so gentle, so careful. It feels like absolution.

I’m going to prove how much I love her. With my tongue. With my hands. With every single cell in my body.

I spread her legs, my breath catching when I see the pink folds of her pussy glistening in the lamplight. She’s dripping wet. The sight is so fucking gorgeous that my cock throbs painfully.

“So fucking beautiful,” I murmur, dropping my head.

I kiss along her inner thigh, my lips tracing the delicate silver lines mapped out on her skin like I’m memorizing them. Her breath catches. She’s trembling, but I know it’s not fear this time. It’s pure, undiluted need.

“Please,” she whispers, arching toward me.

She doesn’t have to beg.

I swipe my tongue over her wet slit, and her taste floods my mouth. Sweet and warm. Addictive. I drag the flat of my tongue through her folds again, savoring every moan, every sigh, every twitch of her hips.

“Fuck,” she whimpers. “Oh god...”

I lick her again and again, stroking my tongue against her clit. Her moans grow louder, and the taste of her slick pussy is so fucking good.

But it’s not enough.

I have to show her, to really prove that she’s the only woman I’ll ever want.

So I reach down and wrap a hand around my aching shaft, pumping once, twice. Then I position my hips between hers and rub the swollen tip of my cock against her pussy, spreading her slickness.

She gasps, and I look up, watching her expression. She’s biting her lip, her eyes glazed and wild.

“Do you want this, angel?” I ask roughly. “Do you want to feel every inch of me? You want me to fill you up and claim you properly?”

She nods, frantic. “Yes. God, yes.”

I slide my hands under her ass and lift her hips, bringing her closer. Her legs hook around my waist.

“You’re the only one,” I tell her, and the words are so fucking true that it hurts. “The only one I’ve ever wanted like this. And the only one I ever will. Understand?”

She nods, and there’s something in her expression, something so vulnerable and raw, that it nearly guts me.

“I’m yours,” she whispers.

“Yes,” I growl. “You’re fucking mine, and I’m never letting you go.”

She shudders, and I ease the tip of my cock inside her, feeling her hot walls flutter around me. She’s so tight. So wet. I slide in further, stretching her inch by inch.

“You feel so fucking good, angel.” I groan. “I could never hurt you. I can’t live without you. Not now. Not ever.”

A moan spills from her lips, and she arches, her hips pressing into mine.

I push deeper, burying myself inside her. And then I begin to move.

There’s no gentleness. No holding back. Just raw animal need. I drive into her again and again, her pussy clenching around my shaft. The bed rocks and squeaks beneath us.

“Yes,” she gasps. “Oh god, Dante... harder, please...”

I slam into her, my thrusts rough and deep, and the way she moans, the way she clings to me, tells me she loves every second of it.

She’s mine.

Completely.

I’ll protect her, care for her, love her. Give her everything she needs. For the rest of our lives.

I grind my hips into hers, making sure she feels every inch of my cock. Every stroke takes her higher, and her breath comes in ragged gasps, her body tensing. She’s close, and I want to feel her come. Want to feel her pussy milking my cock as she comes apart beneath me.

“I’m going to fill you with my seed, Avery,” I groan, my voice so rough it almost sounds like a growl. “I’m going to plant my child inside you, so everyone knows who you belong to. And I’m going to watch you grow round with our baby, knowing I’m the one who made you a mother. Knowing I’m the only man lucky enough to have been inside you like this. Fuck, angel, just thinking about it is going to make me come.”

My words are filthy, possessive, but she responds to them, crying out as her climax hits.

“Oh god,” she sobs, her back arching off the bed. “Yes, Dante. Come inside me. Make me yours. I love you, I love you so much.”

I can’t hold back.

The second her pussy clamps down around me, I’m done.

I groan and drive into her, my cock pulsing as I spill myself inside her, filling her with jet after jet of my hot seed. My hips keep pumping, drawing out every drop, until I finally collapse on top of her, spent.

Our chests rise and fall together, and we lie there in silence, tangled up in each other.

It feels so right.

She feels so right.

“I love you,” I whisper again, kissing her throat. “Forever.”

“And I love you,” she says, her voice soft.

There’s a new note in it, though. A hint of worry.

“What’s wrong, angel?”

She bites her lip. “Victoria...”

“She’s not going to hurt you,” I promise. “Not now. Not ever. She’s not going to touch you, Avery. And neither is anybody else. I won’t let anyone lay a finger on you.”

She smiles. “My protector.”

“Always,” I say, without hesitation. “That’s my only purpose now. That, and filling you with plenty of babies in the future.”

She grins softly and leans in to press her mouth to mine, sealing the vow.


Epilogue
Avery


The early morning light filters through the sheer curtains, painting golden stripes across our bedroom walls. The world is still asleep, wrapped in silence, but I’m wide awake, curled on my side, watching the rise and fall of Dante’s chest beside me.

He looks so peaceful when he sleeps.

One big arm is thrown lazily across my waist, fingers curled possessively around the sheet like even in dreams, he’s holding on to me. His face is slack with rest, all that hard-edged intensity softened in sleep. But even now, he’s beautiful. My husband. My protector. My heart.

It’s been just over a year since the night everything shattered… and then was remade.

And I never once looked back. Dante never gave me a reason to.

From the moment I opened that motel room door, to the moment he slid a wedding ring onto my finger only four weeks later at a quiet lakeside wedding, he’s never let me question whether I made the right choice.

He’s never let me feel alone, or unsafe, or unloved.

Even when I’m wrapped in his arms, even when he’s got our daughter resting on his chest, I know his eyes are always open to the world. Watching. Guarding. Waiting for anything or anyone who might try to take what he calls his.

Victoria did file for divorce. And she disappeared not long after.

No one’s seen her in nearly a year, and part of me still braces for the day she might crawl out from under whatever rock she slithered to. But Dante’s always watching. He’s always ready. And she’s been smart enough to keep her distance.

It doesn’t haunt me anymore.

My dad was stunned when he was handed the divorce papers, but he still doesn’t know the truth about what Victoria did. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him, because I didn’t want him to think badly of Dante. Because that’s not who he is anymore. He’s changed, and I want my dad to love him almost as much as I do.

I breathe in deeply, soaking in this moment. This quiet, perfect morning. The man beside me. The family we’ve built.

My hand drifts down to my stomach, where I feel a flutter of nervous excitement. Because I think it’s happened. Again.

My period’s not even late yet, but my body feels familiar. The same soreness in my breasts. That same sleepy haze that’s been sitting behind my eyes all week.

And call it mother’s intuition, but I just know.

I slip out of bed quietly, careful not to wake him. He grumbles in his sleep but doesn’t stir. I smile to myself as I pad into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me.

I already bought the test. It’s hidden beneath the sink, just in case. I rip the box open with shaking fingers, my heart hammering in my chest.

Two minutes later, I’m staring down at two pink lines.

Positive.

I press my palm to my mouth, joy and disbelief bubbling in my throat.

I’m pregnant. Again. And this time, there’s no fear. No uncertainty. Just love.

I practically float down the hallway, bare feet silent against the hardwood floors, the test clutched in my hand, and my heart beating louder with every step. When I reach our bedroom, the bed is empty. A smile spreads across my face, because I already know where I’ll find him.

Sure enough, I peek into the nursery and my entire body melts at the sight.

Dante’s sitting in the rocking chair, shirtless, with our three-month-old daughter curled against his bare chest. She’s swaddled like a little burrito, her head nestled beneath his chin.

He’s whispering to her, his voice a low rumble.

“Don’t let those boys mess with you when you get older,” he’s saying. “Daddy will take care of them. No one will ever be good enough for you. Not a single person on this earth.”

I smile, my eyes stinging with tears.

He gently strokes her soft, pink cheek with his fingertip, a world of devotion in every movement. My heart cracks wide open.

And then his head lifts. Our eyes meet.

His smile is slow, sleepy, devastating. “Hey, angel. I was wondering where you’d gone.”

I step into the room, heart in my throat. “I, uh… I have news.”

He stands carefully, never jostling the baby, and crosses to me with his brows raised in question. I hold up the test. His gaze drops, taking in those two pink lines, and then his face lights up.

His eyes snap back up to mine. And what I see there takes my breath away.

“Another one? Already?”

I nod, laughing through the happy tears. “Apparently your swimmers don’t waste time.”

He gives a growl of satisfaction, leaning in to kiss me deeply, then again, then again, until we’re both laughing against each other’s mouths. “Of course you’re already pregnant again,” he murmurs. “My fertile little goddess. You were made to carry my babies.”

I cup his cheek, brushing my thumb along his jaw. “You’re not… overwhelmed?”

“Are you kidding?” he breathes, looking down at our daughter, then at the test again. “I’m the luckiest bastard on Earth.”

He shifts the baby into one arm and pulls me into his other, holding us both like the whole world lives in this room. “We’re gonna need a bigger house,” he murmurs, dropping a kiss onto my head. “Because I can’t wait to fill it with more kids.”

My heart bursts.

“We could buy a place in the country,” I suggest, leaning into his chest. “Maybe with some land. Lots of room to run and play.”

“Anything you want, angel. It’s yours.”

He kisses me again, and I sigh, so full of contentment and joy that it threatens to burst right out of my skin.

“I love you,” I whisper, meaning it.

“I love you,” he murmurs back, the words pressed into my skin. “To the moon and back, Avery. Forever.”

And I know he means it.

This man loves me. Protects me. Worships me. And no matter what life throws our way, I know that will never change.
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Chapter One
Roman


“And that’s where emotional truth outweighs technical perfection. A flat plot can still cut deep if the character’s desire is real enough.”

My voice is steady. Controlled. The kind of practiced cadence that tells a hundred hungover undergrads I know exactly what I’m talking about.

And I do. I have enough published novels under my belt that I could teach this kind of thing in my sleep.

But today, I’ve said this same line three times.

My hand gestures toward the bullet points on the slide behind me. Half the students are already packing up, fingers tapping their phones or closing laptops with one hand while yawning behind the other. A few are still scribbling notes. I think one is asleep in the second row.

And none of them notice that my eyes haven’t stopped drifting toward the corner of the desk since I started talking.

The notebook is still there. Same place I left it before the start of the lecture, like a quiet, innocuous little landmine. Worn edges. Spiral-bound. The kind you’d find in a discount bin at the campus bookstore.

It shouldn’t matter. Shouldn’t still be sitting in the back of my head like a pulse I can’t shake.

But it is.

And no matter how many times I loop back to this final point, I can’t stop thinking about the damn thing. The weight of it. The tension it’s been feeding me since the second I picked it up yesterday and realized what filled the pages.

I take a breath and force my focus forward.

“Okay. That’s it for today,” I say, a little sharper than intended. “Email your second draft by Friday. Peer reviews start next week, so don’t come in unprepared.”

A wave of movement rolls through the auditorium. I raise my voice just enough to carry over it.

“Oh, and Callie Dawson, can you stay behind for a moment?”

There’s a subtle shift in the air. A few students glance around curiously, but most are too busy packing up to care. The exodus begins, the low thrum of idle conversation echoing up toward the rafters as the students begin filing out.

I don’t look for her. Not yet.

Instead, I walk slowly back to my desk and sink into the chair behind it, the familiar creak of the worn leather grounding me.

I reach for the notebook, fingers brushing the curled corner of the front cover. Then I flip it open.

Again.

I’ve read every word already, twice. But it doesn’t matter. My hands move like they have a mind of their own, flipping slowly through the pages, as if I need to feel them again to believe any of it was real.

It was just a forgotten spiral notebook left behind on the back row yesterday after my last class. I only noticed it because I always scan the room before locking up. An empty coffee cup. A crumpled gum wrapper. And... this.

I’d tossed it into my bag without thinking. I wasn’t expecting gold. But I opened it before bed, anyway. Planning to skim it, and maybe return it if there was a name inside.

Instead, I barely slept.

I couldn’t stop turning the pages as I fell into her words. The innocent-looking notebook was filled with filthy, raw fantasies, detailed and visceral enough that I’d had to wrap my hand around my dick and jerk off while reading it. Three times.

But it wasn’t just the acts she described that made her words so addictive. It was the way she wrote it.

Emotion curling beneath every scene. Desire so potent it felt like a punch to the gut. There was longing in the lines. Worship. Obsession. Hunger.

And the kicker? Every single fantasy starred me.

Not just a vague professor. Me.

Even if she hadn’t used my name, the descriptions would have been unmistakable. My build. My voice. My books. Even the small scar on my left cheek from that goddamn knife training exercise in Quantico a decade ago.

She knew me. Or thought she did. And I can’t decide if that makes things better or worse.

What I do know is that when I turned to the inside cover and saw the name scribbled there in confident, looping handwriting - Callie Dawson - something inside me shifted.

Now I need to find her. I need to find the person with the filthy imagination and the talent to weave the kind of dirty fantasies that have kept me awake and hard as a fucking rock since I first opened the notebook.

The door clicks shut behind the last student, and silence falls.

I look up.

And there she is.

Standing maybe five feet from my desk, caught in that heavy pause between expectation and fear. One hand wrapped around the strap of her bag, knuckles white. Her wide, brown eyes are locked on the notebook in my hands, full of horror and realization.

But all I can do is stare.

Holy fuck.

She’s... breathtaking.

Not in some polished, plastic, runway-ready way. No. She’s all soft curves and flushed cheeks and nervous energy that rolls off her like heat.

Her body is built to be touched. Built for pleasure. Full hips, plush thighs, a waist that begs to be held, and a generous ass that would fill my big hands perfectly. Her breasts are round, heavy, straining just slightly against the thin cotton of her top. Fuck, they’d look even better in my palms. Or wrapped around my cock. Or bouncing as I...

Jesus.

I drag in a breath through my nose. It doesn’t help. She smells of something sweet, like vanilla and innocence. My cock responds instantly, swelling behind the zipper of my pants with painful urgency.

My jaw clenches. She’s too young for me. I’m forty-three, and she must only be twenty. Not even old enough to drink. And she’s my goddamn student. I should not be thinking these things about her.

And yet, one word keeps running through my mind, over and over again, in time with my pulse.

Mine.

My blood roars with the certainty of it. My entire body tenses with the weight of it.

She doesn’t know it yet, but she belongs to me. Every inch of her. Every gasp. Every moan. Every filthy little fantasy she hasn’t written down yet. I want them all.

I want her.

She shifts nervously, catching her bottom lip between her teeth, and it takes every ounce of control I possess not to growl aloud. Her gaze flicks up to mine, just for a second, and it hits me right in the chest.

There’s something in her eyes. Shyness. Panic. Need.

My fingers tighten around the edge of the notebook, the pages crinkling slightly beneath the pressure.

This isn’t just about lust anymore.

This is possession. Obsession. Destiny.

She wrote about me, and now... now I will write myself into every breath she takes.

And I’m going to start right here.

Right now.


Chapter Two
Callie


The silence is unbearable.

I’m standing just a few feet from Professor Roman Thorne’s desk, and I swear the walls of the auditorium are closing in. The last student left a few moments ago, and now it’s just the two of us. Him and me.

And that notebook.

He’s flicking through the pages again. Leisurely. Like he’s flipping through some light bedtime reading, instead of the filthiest, most humiliating things I’ve ever written.

My skin feels like it’s on fire.

Every breath feels too loud in the stillness. My legs are trembling, but I’m too frozen to run. I want to speak, to explain, or deny, or disappear into the floor. But I can’t make my mouth work. I’m just… staring. Staring at the spiral-bound notebook in his hands, where all my dirty little secrets are spelled out in black ink.

I remember the moment I realized it was gone. Yesterday, after class, I’d been in a rush and packed up in a hurry, distracted by the sound of his voice still echoing in my ears. I must have left it on my seat, the last row in the back.

I never thought he’d find it. Or read it.

My stomach twists violently.

He knows I’ve spent the last few months scribbling down detailed, explicit fantasies about him. Every filthy scene. Every sick, needy, breathless thought I’ve ever had about my professor, my idol, laid bare in that little battered notebook.

My heart is pounding so hard it’s making me dizzy.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He wasn’t supposed to see any of it. The notebook was just mine. A private outlet. A way to bleed out the obsession I’ve been carrying around since long before I stepped into his classroom.

It started with the books.

I remember devouring one of his novels during my first year of college, staying up until dawn because I couldn’t stop turning the pages. It wasn’t just the plot or the prose. It was him. The way he wrote strong, complex men who could destroy an enemy one moment and cradle his woman with such tenderness the next. The way he understood power, and surrender, and desire. The way it all felt so real.

When I found out he’d actually been in the military before becoming a writer, it made sense. The way his characters moved, spoke, commanded, it was like they weren’t imagined. They were remembered.

Then came the movies. I watched all the adaptations, some more than once. I’d pretend I was analyzing them for narrative structure, but really, I was watching the lead actors and wondering if he was anything like them.

And when I found his social media page containing videos he’d posted of himself discussing his books, I nearly died. He wasn’t just hot. He was devastatingly perfect. Dark, gray-streaked hair. Broad shoulders. That mouth. And of course, that voice. I’ve imagined him moaning my name or commanding me to do any number of filthy things countless times since I first heard his voice.

So, yeah. I became obsessed. He was already in my head, so I started writing him into my fantasies. I couldn’t help it. The way he looked, the way he sounded... how could I not?

The notebook started long before he ever became my professor. Long before I saw him walk into that lecture hall on the first day of the semester, wearing that worn button-down and dark jeans, setting his coffee beside the podium like it was just another Tuesday.

But it wasn’t another Tuesday. Not for me. It was the day my entire world tilted on its axis.

Seeing him in person, he was so much more than I imagined. More alive. More powerful. More real.

And now, here I am. Standing in front of him like a guilty schoolgirl, too ashamed to speak, too turned on to breathe properly, while he sits there calmly flipping through the most explicit things I’ve ever written.

About him.

He clears his throat softly, and I flinch. But he doesn’t speak. Just turns another page.

The silence stretches. My skin prickles.

But then he looks up from the notebook, right at me. His expression is unreadable, but his eyes… they burn. God, how they burn.

“You’re an incredible writer, Callie.”

I blink. Hard.

My lips part, but no sound comes out. I must’ve misheard him. My pulse is rushing too fast, roaring in my ears, swallowing his words and twisting them into something they can’t possibly be.

“I mean it,” he says, his voice smooth as silk. “Your prose is stunning. The rawness. The rhythm. The way you built tension...” He pauses, lips curling just slightly. “You didn’t just write a fantasy. You crafted it. With detail. With feeling.”

My legs nearly give out.

My entire face is on fire. I can feel the blush blooming from my chest to my cheeks, all the way to the tips of my ears. I duck my head, mortified. There’s no hiding how red I am.

My throat tightens. I don’t know if I want to cry or crawl under a desk or kiss him senseless.

He taps his fingers gently on the closed notebook. “And I have to admit… you captured me perfectly.”

I force myself to meet his eyes and immediately regret it. They’re heavy with meaning. Intense. Devouring.

I stammer. “I... I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to read that.”

“I’m not sorry. Not in the least.”

I can’t breathe. My whole body is buzzing, and I’m torn between horror and disbelief and an almost painful swell of pride. The man who’s inspired everything I’ve written for the last year is complimenting me. Complimenting my writing.

And I swear to God, I’m getting lightheaded.

Roman shifts in his chair, the movement casual but magnetic. “Have you written anything else?” he asks, softer now. Curious.

I nod slowly. “I… I’ve written a novel.”

That earns me a spark of genuine interest. “What kind?”

“Dark academia. Romantic. A little tragic.” I swallow. “It’s about obsession. About two people who shouldn’t be together, but can’t stay away from each other.”

His eyes darken. “Sounds familiar.”

My breath hitches.

“I’d like to read it,” he adds, his voice low and certain. “If you’d let me.”

“I...” My voice breaks. “Okay. I mean… yes. I’d love that.”

“Good girl,” he says, and I swear I almost come on the spot.

The air between us shifts. Becoming denser. Warmer.

“Which of your fantasies is your favorite?” he asks, his gaze unwavering.

My eyes go wide. “What?”

“I’m curious,” he says, his voice dark and hungry now. “You wrote dozens. Some softer. Some not. Some with restraint. Some with none. So I’m wondering…” His gaze drops to my mouth. “Which one kept you up at night? Which one caused you to slide your hands into your panties and play with your wet little cunt?”

I want to melt into the floor. I’m starting to realize that the real Roman Thorne is much bolder than the version of him in my imagination. Much more filthy.

So much hotter.

“I... I don’t know. Ummm, I don’t really have a... have a favorite.”

He looks at me like he doesn’t believe a word of it. His gaze drags slowly down my body and back up again, heavy and knowing.

“You can tell me,” he says, voice dipping even lower, “and we can act it out right now. Or…” He tilts his head, his mouth curving into something darker. “I can pick one. Either way, it’s time for me to start making all your dreams come true.”


Chapter Three
Callie


My heart is going to explode.

I reach for the notebook, barely able to keep my hand steady. He doesn’t resist. He just watches me with a kind of heat that makes my insides flip. Our fingers brush as I take it, and I swear something electric snaps between us. Like a spark catching flame. I look at him, and he’s already watching me like he knows.

Knows that I’m burning. That I want to burn for him.

I flip through the pages, pretending I’m not trembling. My fingertip lands on the one I was picturing the entire time he spoke. I can’t look at him as I turn the book, pointing silently at the scene.

The one where I wrote about being on my knees for him.

His eyes drop to the page, scanning quickly. And then he lets out a low, feral sound that sends a shiver straight through me.

He pushes his chair back from his desk and swivels it towards me. “Get on your knees.”

I don’t even think. My body just moves. By the time he’s finished the sentence, I’m already on the floor in front of him, breathless and aching and ready.

He leans back in his chair, legs spread wide, looking down at me with open hunger.

“Look at you,” he murmurs, reaching out to brush his thumb against my lower lip. “So fucking eager. I can’t wait to find out what it feels like to have these soft, pretty lips wrapped around my dick.”

I lift my eyes. My throat is dry, my body wound so tight I can’t even feel where I end and he begins.

“You should know that I’ve never…” I whisper, voice barely there. “This is my first time. Doing this. With anyone.”

Roman stills. His entire expression shifts. Darkens. There’s a sharp, possessive edge in his eyes now.

“How the fuck,” he says, voice rough, “did you write those stories so well if you’ve never actually done this before?”

I blush hard. “I just imagined it. I thought about you and… made it up.”

He groans, almost like he’s in pain. One hand runs through his hair as he mutters something low under his breath. Then his eyes lock back onto mine.

“I’m glad,” he says. “Glad I’m the first. The only. Because the thought of anyone else touching my pretty little writer makes me want to kill whoever dared to imagine they could have what’s mine.”

My breath catches. My core clenches.

God help me. If he keeps talking like that, I might combust on the spot before I even get a chance to taste him.

I glance down, trying not to let him see how weak his words make me. Trying not to beg for more. But my gaze lands on his cock, and the sight is enough to make me whimper.

Because the thing pressing hard against the fly of his pants is enormous. Long and thick and hard. He hasn’t even freed it from his clothing, and I’m already more than a little intimidated.

But a whole lot turned on.

My eyes flicker back up to his, and the dark smirk I see on his face tells me that he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

His hands move to his belt, and his fingers undo the buckle slowly. With one hand, he undoes the top button of his jeans, then unzips his fly. He lifts his hips, pushing his pants and boxers down just far enough to free his massive erection.

The sight of his cock, thick and throbbing and bare, is like a punch to the gut. He’s even bigger than I’d thought, and every cell in my body is begging for a taste.

He wraps a hand around his shaft and strokes lazily, eyes burning into mine. “Come here, Callie. Open that pretty mouth for me.”

I can’t breathe.

My heart is beating so hard I can feel it everywhere, in my ribs, my throat, between my legs. My thighs clench involuntarily.

This is real. He’s real. And he’s huge and beautiful and hard, and he wants me.

He wants me.

His other hand curls around the back of my neck, and I lean forward obediently, mouth open, desperate to please him.

The moment his thick cock slides between my lips, I moan. I can’t help it. He feels amazing. Hot and heavy and silky smooth against my tongue. The scent of him is intoxicating, a mix of soap and clean cotton and pure male arousal.

I have to force myself to take it slow, easing down the length of him, inch by torturous inch. I want to take him deep, but I’m not sure I can, given his size. He’s stretching my jaw almost to the point of discomfort, and he’s barely halfway inside me.

He groans, low and rough, as I start to move, sliding up and down his shaft, sucking hard enough to make my cheeks cave in. His fingers tangle in my hair, guiding my pace, setting the rhythm.

I can’t believe this is happening. I’ve imagined it so many times, and now I’m here on my knees, sucking Roman Thorne’s cock while he looks down at me with an expression of raw, unabashed lust.

And it feels so much better than I ever thought it would.

My lips are slick, stretched around his thick shaft. His cock fills my mouth completely, and the feeling is utterly overwhelming. I’m losing myself in the sensation of him, in the taste of his skin and the low, ragged sounds he’s making.

“That feels so good, baby,” he groans, fingers tightening in my hair. “Your mouth was made for me.”

He starts to thrust his hips, driving himself deeper, and I whimper around his cock, my own arousal flooding through me. I’m already soaked, my pussy clenching, begging to be filled.

Unable to resist, I wrap a hand around the base of his shaft, stroking what won’t fit in my mouth. His groan echoes off the high ceilings, sending a jolt of pleasure through me.

I’m doing that to him. I’m making him lose control.

His erection is hot and hard in my hand, and his skin is like velvet over steel. The muscles of his thighs are tense beneath my palm, and the knowledge that he’s enjoying this just as much as I am sends a rush of heat through me.

“Fuck,” he growls, his grip on my hair tightening. “You look so fucking gorgeous with your mouth full of my cock.”

His words are a dirty caress, sending shivers down my spine. I double my efforts, determined to make him feel as good as possible.

My head bobs up and down, and my jaw aches. But the way his breathing grows more labored and his cock throbs against my tongue is worth every bit of the effort.

“Keep going, Callie,” he moans. “But I want your other hand in your panties. When I blow my load in your pretty little mouth, I want you coming with me, baby.”

My cheeks burn even hotter. I’ve never touched myself in front of someone else before, and the idea of this perfect man seeing more of my body, seeing me completely vulnerable and exposed and coming for him, is both thrilling and terrifying.

But I’m too turned on to resist, so I pull my skirt up at the front and slide my hand in the front of my underwear, whimpering around his hard flesh in my mouth when I feel how soaked the cotton is.

“That’s it, baby. Show me how you like to touch yourself. Because, soon enough, it will be me making you scream with pleasure.”

God. The way he talks. It’s so filthy. So sexy.

I start to stroke myself, circling my clit in quick, tight circles, just the way I do when I’m alone in my dorm room and thinking of him. My pussy is dripping, and the feeling of my wetness slicking my fingers is almost enough to push me over the edge.

“Yes, baby. Make yourself come for me. Let me hear those sweet little sounds.”

I’m panting around his cock, my hips grinding against my hand, and the world is starting to go hazy around the edges. Every inch of me is buzzing, and his hard length throbbing in my mouth and the scent of his skin and the sound of his voice are filling me up, making me drunk with desire.

I’m close. So close.

I can feel the pressure building inside me, coiling tight like a spring. Every nerve ending is singing, and the friction of my fingers against my clit is pushing me closer and closer to the edge.

I’m lost in the sensation, lost in him, and it’s only a matter of seconds before I tip over the edge, moaning around his cock as the first waves of pleasure crash over me.

I can’t help the sounds escaping my mouth as I come, the whimpers and gasps and cries muffled by his throbbing erection. I can’t focus on sucking him anymore, can’t do anything except let the waves of pleasure wash over me, my body trembling with the force of it.

“Good girl,” he rasps, his voice hoarse with need. “You look so fucking beautiful when you come for me.”

He thrusts his hips, and his cock hits the back of my throat, making me gag a little. I force myself to relax, letting him use my mouth, taking everything he has to give.

His fingers tighten in my hair, pulling hard enough to sting. I know what’s about to happen, and the anticipation is almost enough to send me spiraling again.

“I’m going to come, baby,” he grunts, his voice strained. “I’m going to fill that pretty little mouth, and you’re going to swallow every drop like a good girl, aren’t you?”

I hum my agreement, and the vibrations seem to push him even closer to the edge.

“Fuck, baby,” he groans, his cock twitching. “Here it comes.”

I feel the first hot spurts of his release hit the back of my throat, and the salty, bitter taste of him on my tongue is enough to make me moan. I swallow him down eagerly, loving the way he tastes, the way his body shudders as I suck him dry.

It’s filthy and intimate and perfect, and I know, without a doubt, that this is the best moment of my life.

When he’s finally spent, he releases his grip on my hair, and I pull away from his cock, gasping for air.

I can’t believe I just did that. With Roman Thorne. The man I’ve been obsessed with my entire adult life. It was amazing.

He reaches down, hands hooking under my arms as he lifts me into his lap as if I weigh nothing. Now I’m straddling him, my face almost level with his, and we’re so close I can feel his hot breath teasing against my lips.

“My god, Callie,” he whispers, his voice husky. “That was... incredible.”

My heart flutters. I’ve never felt more wanted or more proud. I made this man feel like that. Me.

“I’m not done with you, baby,” he says, his dark eyes gleaming. “In fact, I think it’s my turn to get a taste of you.”

His mouth crashes down on mine, and his kiss is everything I imagined and more. His lips are firm and insistent, and his tongue invades my mouth, claiming me, owning me.

My whole body is humming, and the ache between my legs is almost unbearable. All I want is more. More of him. More of this.

His hands are all over me, exploring every curve through my clothes. He’s kissing me like he’s starving, and the feeling of his hard body pressed against mine is driving me wild.

But then his phone starts buzzing on the desk, and he mutters a curse word under his breath.

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to take a raincheck on tasting you, baby. That’s the dean calling to remind me I’m supposed to be in a meeting right now. But this is what’s going to happen. You are going to email me your novel this afternoon while I’m busy, and when I get a chance, I will reply with my home address. I should be home about seven-thirty, and I want you waiting at my house for me, okay? And then we can continue this all night.”

I nod, dazed, still floating somewhere up near the ceiling.

“Okay,” I say, my voice husky. “I can do that.”

“Good girl.” He kisses me one last time, soft and slow, and then sets me on my feet. “I’m looking forward to it. More than you can possibly know.”

I can’t wipe the smile off my face. Not as I watch him adjust his clothes, not as I gather up my notebook and backpack, and not as I slip out the door of the lecture hall.

Tonight is going to be magical. I just know it.


Chapter Four
Roman


I barely remember the drive home.

All damn day, I’ve been walking around with her in my head. Her eyes, her mouth, her voice. The way she dropped to her knees like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like she was mine.

By the time I turn onto my street, I’m seconds from snapping. My cock’s been hard since I last saw Callie, and I’ve spent the entire faculty meeting biting my tongue and imagining her bent over my desk. The only thing keeping me from spiraling completely is the thought of her coming to me like I told her to. Like a good girl.

She’d emailed me earlier, sending the manuscript of her book, and in return, I’d sent her my address. I know she’s my student, and I’m crossing so many professional lines I’m bound to lose my job if anyone finds out. But I’m beyond caring.

It’s not like I need the job to survive. My books and the movies made from them have made me more money than I know what to do with. So if I lose my job, I’ll just spend my days with my cock buried inside Callie’s pretty little cunt, listening to her moaning my name endlessly.

The thought of it is enough to make me seriously think about quitting.

And then I see her.

Sitting on the top step of my porch, legs tucked beneath her like she’s trying to take up less space. Hair pulled back, lips bitten pink, wearing a soft little dress that clings to every perfect curve.

She stands when she sees me. Fidgets and fiddles with the hem of her dress like she might bolt. But she doesn’t.

The second I lay eyes on her again, something unhinges inside me. My vision narrows. My hands curl into fists. My chest expands with a need so sharp it feels like a goddamn injury.

I need to make her mine. Now.

I kill the engine, swing out of the car, and stalk up the path like a man possessed. Her mouth opens like she’s about to say something, but I don’t give her the chance. I reach for her, and the moment my hands touch her waist, everything else disappears. Her body folds into mine like we’ve done this a thousand times. Like she belongs here.

I crush my mouth to hers.

It’s not gentle. It’s not sweet. It’s claiming. My hands lock tight around her soft curves and I haul her up against me, her legs wrapping instinctively around my waist. She gasps into my mouth but doesn’t pull away.

She clings to me, her hands fisting in my shirt. Her body trembles like she’s scared I might vanish if she lets go.

As if I’d ever fucking leave her.

I manage to get my key in the lock one-handed, her weight balanced effortlessly against me. She’s warm and soft and everything I’ve ever needed, but didn’t know how to ask for. And now that I’ve got her here?

I don’t think I can ever let her leave this house again.

Not until I’ve claimed every inch of her. Not until she screams my name and begs me to keep her. Not until she knows in her bones that there will never be anyone else.

My mouth never leaves hers as I carry her into the house and kick the door shut behind us. I devour every single little whimper she makes, claiming the sound for myself like I’m the greediest bastard in the world.

And when it comes to her, there is no end to my greed.

I stumble into the kitchen, the nearest room to the front door, bumping my shoulder viciously against the doorframe as I walk through it. But I’m so caught up in the taste of Callie’s sweet mouth that I barely register the pain.

I place her back down on her feet, swiveling her around to face the kitchen table before placing a hand between her shoulder blades and pushing her forwards.

She goes willingly, bending over the table and gripping the edges in her hands.

“I’m so fucking glad you’re here, baby,” I say, my voice so rough I don’t even recognize it as my own. “I’ve been waiting to taste your pussy all damn day. And right now, I’m feeling ravenous.”

“Oh god,” she whimpers, and the soft, breathless tone of her voice sends another rush of blood to my already painfully hard cock.

I crouch behind her, sliding my hands up the back of her thighs, lifting her skirt with it until I catch sight of the little white cotton panties she’s wearing beneath her dress. I can’t decide what takes my breath away the most. The innocence of the garment, the way the thin, wet fabric clings to the sweet little lips of her cunt, or the scent of her arousal.

Fuck.

“Are you... are you going to...”

Her words drift off, and I can’t help but smile at how shy my filthy little writer is when she’s not hiding behind pen and paper.

“I’m going to eat your juicy little pussy until you are screaming, Callie. That’s what I plan to do. Does that sound good?”

I trace my fingers along the seam of her cunt, then press a single fingertip against her clit. The gasp that escapes her throat is so delicious that I want to bottle the sound and drink it for breakfast every day.

“Yes,” she breathes, pushing back against my fingers. “It sounds so good, Roman.”

“Good girl. Just the smell of you is making my mouth water, baby. I fucking need to taste you.”

I pull my hand away from her pussy, savoring the disappointed whining sound she makes. But then I forget about everything else when I pull her panties down to reveal the prettiest little cunt I’ve ever seen in my life.

“Fuck, baby. You are perfection. Absolute perfection.”

Before she has a chance to respond, I lean in and run my tongue from her clit to her opening, making her entire body jolt with the shock. She’s soaked, and the taste of her explodes across my tongue.

“Oh fuck. That feels... so good,” she moans, her head falling back, and her eyes closing.

I grip her ass cheeks, pulling them apart so I can bury my face between her thighs easier.

She tastes like heaven, and the sound of her little whimpers and whines are a symphony to my ears. I lick and suck, fucking her with my tongue, making her squirm and pant and beg for more.

Her hips grind back against my face, and her hands scrabble at the edge of the table.

“Oh god, Roman. That’s... please. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

The way she begs, her voice high and breathless, makes my cock twitch. But the thought of leaving her unfulfilled is unacceptable.

My fingers dig into the plush globes of her ass, and I feast on her, lapping up every drop of her juices like I’ve been stranded in the desert for weeks and she’s my first drink.

I can feel her getting closer, her whole body tensing. The moans and whimpers that fall from her lips are the sexiest sounds I’ve ever heard.

“Oh god. Oh god. I’m so close.”

Her thighs tremble, and her breathing grows shallow. And then her entire body convulses, and she screams my name.

“Roman!”

I grip her hips and hold her against my mouth, working her through the aftershocks. Her pussy floods my tongue with her sweetness, and I lap it up greedily, loving the taste of her.

When her body stops shaking, I kiss her lower lips softly, then rise to my feet. She’s panting, and her eyes are half-closed. I grab a handful of her hair in my fist and pull her up into a standing position, her back against my chest as I lean down to whisper in her ear.

“Earlier, I let you pick your favorite fantasy to act out. But now, I think it’s my turn to pick one. Will you be a good girl and help me act out that fantasy?”

“Yes,” she moans, her voice eager. “Which one was your favorite, Roman?”

That’s an easy question. I don’t even have to think about my answer. While all her little stories were hot, there has been one playing on a loop in my mind ever since I read it.

I dip my head, trailing kisses against the side of her neck. She shivers with each brush of my lips, her breath catching.

“I liked the one where you let me take you raw, baby, with nothing to protect your fertile little womb. The one where you begged me to fill you with my seed and get you pregnant.”

The ragged moan that falls from her lips makes my dick strain painfully against my pants. If I don’t get inside her soon, I’m going to explode.

“Would you like that, baby?”

“Yes,” she says, and her voice is a breathless whisper. “I’d love that.”

“Fuck,” I groan, grinding my aching cock against her ass. “I’m going to make you mine, baby. And I’m going to fill your perfect little pussy with so much cum that it won’t take long for you to be carrying my baby.”

She whimpers, the sound shooting straight to my throbbing erection. Unable to wait any longer, I turn her to face me and pick her up again, striding up the stairs to my bedroom.

The second we’re through the door, I set her down on her feet.

“Take your clothes off. Let me see you.”

She doesn’t hesitate. Her hands are trembling as she strips out of her clothes, revealing the perfect, luscious curves beneath.

She’s a fucking goddess. A vision. And the sight of her makes me desperate to claim her.

“Good girl,” I growl, reaching out and running my hands over her bare skin. “You’re so fucking perfect. And now, you’re mine.”

I reach around and pull her up against me, crushing her soft, full breasts against my chest. I claim her mouth in a hard, bruising kiss.

“Roman,” she moans, her nails digging into my arms. “Please. I need you.”

“What do you need, baby?” I murmur against her lips. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you inside me,” she breathes. “Please. I can’t wait any longer.”

“Fuck.”

The last of my control snaps, and I begin tugging my clothes off, not caring where they land. I need to be inside her, and I need it now.

“Get on the bed and spread your legs, baby,” I growl. “Let me see that pretty pussy.”

She does as I say, and I stand at the foot of the bed, looking down at her. Her pale skin is flushed pink, and her pupils are dilated. Her hair is a messy halo around her head, and her lips are red and swollen from my kisses.

She looks like a fucking dream, and the sight of her waiting for me like this is enough to make my balls ache.

I climb onto the bed and settle between her spread thighs, bracing myself on my elbows as I hover above her. She reaches up and cups my cheek in her palm, and the touch is so tender and intimate that it almost undoes me.

“Please,” she whispers, her eyes searching mine. “Make me yours, Roman.”

“Fuck,” I growl, pressing my forehead against hers. “You’re already mine, Callie. But now, I’m going to make it official by breeding your sweet little cunt.”

I reach down between us and line the tip of my cock up with her slick entrance. She’s so wet, and the feel of her slick heat against the blunt head is almost enough to make me lose control.

I take a deep breath and thrust forward, sinking into her velvety warmth.

She moans, her eyes rolling back in her head, and the feel of her tight cunt gripping my cock is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. It’s intense and overwhelming, and I have to fight the urge to spill inside her immediately.

“Fuck,” I growl, gritting my teeth. “You’re so fucking tight, baby. So fucking perfect.”

“More,” she whimpers, wrapping her arms and legs around me and pulling me closer. “Please, Roman. More.”

Unable to resist, I keep pushing slowly inside her, watching the way her face twists with the pain of being filled so completely even as she grips my ass cheeks to try and pull me deeper.

When I’m fully seated inside her, our bodies pressed together from chest to thighs, we both groan in unison. It’s the most intense sensation, and I know that nothing else will ever come close.

“You’re so fucking tight, baby. It’s like you were made for me. Like your perfect pussy was built to take my cock.”

“Oh, god,” she moans, her nails digging into my back. “Please, Roman. Move. Please.”

Unable to deny her anything, I begin to move. Slowly at first, but then faster, harder, my hips slamming against hers.

She cries out with every thrust, her body rocking with the force of my movements. She’s a vision, her breasts bouncing, her mouth open, her eyes squeezed shut.

I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.

The feel of her cunt squeezing my cock is too much. I know I’m not going to last long, but I need her to come again first. Need to feel her clamping down on me as she loses control.

“Touch yourself,” I growl, gritting my teeth against the pressure building inside me. “Make yourself come all over my cock, baby. I want to be dripping with your sweet honey.”

She hesitates for only a moment, and then reaches down between our bodies, her fingers finding her clit. The sight of her touching herself while I’m buried deep inside her is enough to make my vision blur.

“Yes,” I hiss, gripping her hip tightly. “Just like that, baby. Faster.”

She speeds up, her breath coming in sharp, gasping pants. Her whole body is tense, and her pussy is clenching around my cock.

“Oh god,” she moans, her hips jerking beneath me. “I’m so close, Roman.”

“Come for me,” I growl, driving into her hard and deep. “Come all over my cock.”

She cries out, her back arching, and her pussy clamping down around me. It’s enough to push me over the edge, and I bury myself inside her, my cock pulsing as I spill my release.

I hold myself deep inside her, needing to fill her up, to mark her as mine. My dick twitches, pumping rope after rope of cum into her unprotected womb.

“That’s it, baby,” I whisper, my lips brushing against hers. “Take it all. Take everything I have.”

Her eyes are wide and dark, and her mouth is open in a silent scream. Her cunt ripples around me, milking every drop of cum from my balls.

“Fuck,” I groan, my head dropping to rest against her shoulder when I’m spent.

She’s still shivering and shaking, her body trembling with the aftershocks of her orgasm. She’s clinging to me, her hands and legs wrapped around me, her nails digging into my back.

“Now you’re really mine, baby,” I growl low into her ear. “And when you start growing big and round with my baby, everyone else will know it, too.”

I bring my lips to hers, kissing her tenderly. Her body melts into mine, and the only thing that matters is how perfectly she fits against me. How right it feels to have her in my arms.

She’s mine, and I’m never going to let her go.


Chapter Five
Roman


She’s asleep beside me, soft and still and fucking perfect, and I’m ruined.

The sun hasn’t fully risen yet. There’s just a hint of light slipping through the blinds, golden and quiet. The room is hushed, holding its breath, like even the world knows not to interrupt this moment. Callie lies curled on her side, facing me, lips parted slightly as she dreams. Her lips still look red and swollen from all my hungry kisses, and all I can think is that she is mine now.

I should sleep. I haven’t closed my eyes all night. Not once. Not after the first time I took her. Not after the second. Not after the third, when she fell asleep with her hand still wrapped weakly around my wrist like she needed to tether herself to me even when she was unconscious.

But I can’t sleep.

Not when I have her story in my hands. Her heart bleeding across the glowing screen of my phone.

I’m halfway through it when it hits me, when the first real crack appears in the armor I’ve been dragging around my whole goddamn life. Because I expected it to be good. I expected passion, heat, wild imagination. Maybe some rough edges, maybe something young and a little raw.

What I didn’t expect was this.

It’s beautiful.

Every sentence is like a thread tugging directly on my ribs. Her prose is lyrical, intimate, fucking fearless. Her characters bleed the way real people do. Her heroine is soft, smart, stubborn, and is a clear reflection of her, even if she doesn’t realize it. And the way she writes about love?

Christ.

It’s not naïve. It’s not cutesy. It’s aching. Slow and bruising and devotional in a way that grabs me by the throat and doesn’t let go.

I feel her in every line.

Not just her talent. Not just her voice. Her.

The way she aches. The way she dreams. The way she wants to be seen, to be chosen, to be claimed.

And not just in the bedroom, though that part is there too, thick and molten between the lines.

She writes about love like it’s a holy thing. Like it ruins you. Like it demands every piece of who you are and gives you something even more terrifying in return.

I’ve never read anything like it.

I’ve never felt anything like this.

I look over at her again, still sleeping, lashes fanned across her cheeks, hair tangled over my pillow. I don’t know what I ever did to deserve to have her in my bed. Don’t know how I’m supposed to let her walk out that door when morning comes.

Because something’s shifted inside me. Something massive and irreversible.

I can’t live without her. Her heart. Her mind. Her body. Her brilliance.

It’s that simple. That terrifying.

She stirs beside me, soft and slow, and the sound she makes punches the air right out of my lungs.

“Mmm… Roman?”

Just a breath. Just my name. But my whole body locks up like she whispered a spell.

She stretches, lashes fluttering as she wakes, her arm sliding across my stomach like it belongs there. Her cheek nuzzles into the pillow for a second before she blinks up at me, eyes hazy and wide, and then she smiles.

That sleepy smile. Sweet and rumpled and a little shy.

I can’t take it.

I toss my phone aside without looking, without thinking, and lean in to kiss her. I don’t even give myself the space to say good morning. My mouth finds hers like it’s been waiting its whole life for the chance.

It’s not rough. Not demanding.

It’s reverent.

Thank you, I want to whisper into her skin. Thank you for existing. For dreaming. For writing that story and then sleeping in my bed like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“I read the whole thing,” I murmur when I finally pull back, just enough to breathe. My hand cradles her jaw, thumb tracing the soft curve of her cheek. My voice comes out rough, wrecked. “Your book. I couldn’t stop.”

Her brows lift slightly, lashes fluttering as she blinks up at me. “Really? All of it?”

Her voice is thick with sleep, warm and raspy. There’s surprise there, and something like wonder, and I feel her body shift closer, instinctively seeking mine.

“Every word. You...” I can barely get the words out. I don’t even know where to start. I press another kiss to the corner of her mouth, then to her temple, then to her shoulder as I pull her closer, tangle her up in me. My palm rests over the curve of her hip like I need it there to breathe.

“You’re brilliant, Callie,” I murmur. “I don’t even have the words. Your voice… it’s so clear. So true. And the way you write about love... fuck. You’ve got something real. Something people are going to feel in their bones.”

She flushes instantly. I feel the heat of it under my fingertips, blooming across her chest, up her neck. She tucks her face against my throat, like she needs to hide.

“I… wow. Thank you. I don’t...” she laughs a little, soft and disbelieving. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything, baby,” I whisper, threading my fingers through her hair and stroking it back from her face. I shift so her body fits more snugly against mine, my hand dragging down her back, splaying across her spine. I can’t stop touching her.

She tilts her chin, just enough for our eyes to meet, and I swear to God I could drown in her.

“I’ve wanted this since I was a kid,” she says suddenly, quietly. “Being a writer. Seeing a real book with my name on the cover. I used to draw little covers on construction paper and staple the pages together. My mom still has them.”

My heart fucking aches.

Of course she did. Of course she dreamed this deeply, this earnestly. She’s full of dreams, and I’d give everything I have to make them come true.

And I’m not even just talking about the filthy ones anymore.

“You’re going to get there,” I tell her, fierce and certain. I press my lips to her knuckles, one by one. “Not just a book. Not just published. I’m talking book tours. Bestseller lists. Movie deals. You’re going to blow them all away.”

Her eyes shimmer with something soft and stunned. “You really think so?”

“I know so,” I say, my voice rough with it. “And anyone who tells you otherwise is an idiot or a coward.”

She lets out a breathy laugh, the sound barely a whisper between us, and tucks her head beneath my chin. Her fingers glide over my chest in slow, absent circles, like she needs to keep touching me the same way I need to touch her. Like she needs to prove we’re real.

“I, um…” Her voice is muffled, but I feel the shift in her breathing. A small flutter of nerves. “I actually already have an agent.”

I can’t stop the grin that spreads across my face. Of course she does.

Her head tilts up. “I wasn’t sure if I should say anything yet. I mean, I don’t even know if it’ll work out, but… he really seemed to believe in it.”

“That’s incredible, Callie,” I say, brushing her hair behind her ear. “I’m so fucking proud of you.”

She nods, the smile on her face blooming like morning light. “I sent it out to a few agents a couple of months ago, just on a whim. He got back to me almost immediately. Said it’s the most exciting debut he’s read in years.”

A beat of silence stretches between us as I keep my expression soft, open. I stroke slow lines down her spine, and she melts even further against me, totally unaware of the tension beginning to twist low in my gut.

She heard back from him almost immediately?

“I’ve got a meeting with him tonight, actually,” she adds. “He made a reservation at Ardelle’s. You know, that super fancy place downtown?”

I nod, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Sounds like he’s serious.”

“He is. He said he’s pretty confident he can land me a deal with one of the Big Five.”

My jaw flexes before I can stop it. Something about all of this feels off.

Her manuscript is stunning. There’s no question about it. But I’ve been in this industry too long to ignore the details. Manuscripts don’t usually get picked up within days. Weeks, maybe. More often, months. And even then, this kind of confidence? From a real agent? They know better than to make promises they can’t keep, no matter how good a manuscript is.

“Hey,” I murmur, playing it off like an afterthought, “what’s his name?”

She doesn’t hesitate. “Gideon Marks.”

I nod slowly, lips brushing her temple. “Nice.”

But I’ve never heard that name in my life, and I’ve heard of all the agents worth working with.

I don’t say it out loud. Not yet. She’s glowing. Hopeful. So fucking happy. And I won’t be the one to dim that. Not unless I have to.

But I’ll be looking him up later. And if I find out this man turns out to be anything less than what she deserves, I’ll make sure he regrets ever reaching out to my girl.

She sighs against my chest, like she could stay there forever. God, I want her to. I want to lock the door and keep her in this bed for days. To feed her, touch her, make her smile, make her whimper, make her forget the rest of the world even exists.

But then she shifts slightly, stretching with a sleepy groan, and murmurs, “I’ve got to get ready. I’ve got an early lecture.”

I stiffen. Just for a second. Then I bury my face in her hair, dragging in the scent of her like I can breathe it into my bloodstream. “No,” I mumble. “Don’t go.”

She laughs, and the sound is sweet, breathless, a little apologetic. “I have to...”

But before she can say anything else, I flip her onto her back and kiss her like I’m starving.

Because I am.

Because I know I won’t be able to touch her again for hours and it physically hurts to imagine being apart from her for that long.

She gasps, then melts. Her fingers dive into my hair, her lips part beneath mine, and she’s kissing me back like she feels the same desperate ache. Like leaving this bed is just as hard for her as it is for me.

I slow it down only when I feel her heart pounding against my chest. I rest my forehead to hers, breathing her in. “I’m going to miss you today.”

Her eyes soften. “I’ll miss you too.”

“I want you back here tonight,” I say, my voice quiet but firm. “After your meeting. Come straight here.”

She smiles, so bright it punches the air from my lungs. “I can’t wait.”

She slides out of bed, naked and flushed, with marks I left scattered over her skin last night. She looks like mine.

She is mine.

And as she disappears into the bathroom with a sleepy smile tossed over her shoulder, I grab my phone again.

Gideon Marks.

I’m going to find out exactly who the hell this man is.


Chapter Six
Callie


The restaurant is all glass and gold, like a beacon to the extremely wealthy clients that frequent its dining rooms. I hover just outside the entrance, half-hiding behind a planter overflowing with something green and manicured, and try not to let the nerves win.

My dress is the best one I own. Slate blue, vintage-inspired, a little frayed at the hem if you look too close. When I’d left my dorm room twenty minutes ago, I’d thought I looked pretty enough not to stand out too much in a place this nice.

But now? Watching sleek-haired women in expensive heels and designer tailoring float through the restaurant doors without a second glace, I feel like a paper doll in a world made of silk.

I cross my arms over my chest, my signature move whenever I’m feeling self-conscious, and try to stop thinking about Roman. It’s useless, though. He’s everywhere. In my body that still aches in the sweetest ways, in the best places. In my head, his voice playing on a loop. And in my heart, which seems to have lost all sense of timing and logic.

The way he looked at me this morning was devastating. Hungry and raw, but also soft and awestruck, like he couldn’t believe I was real.

And that’s the problem, isn’t it?

What if this isn’t real? What if this is just sex to him? A fling. A spark that will fizzle as fast as it caught fire.

What if I’m just a novelty? What if he saw my filthy stories and thought I’d be willing to let him do anything to me? And all I’ve done is prove to him that he was right.

The thought hits harder than I expect. I blink fast, throat tightening. I shouldn’t care. I barely know him. But I do care. Stupidly, deeply, recklessly.

I take a breath. Try to pull myself back to the present. Focus on why I’m here.

My agent said this meeting was important. That he’s got real movement happening on the manuscript. “Big five kind of movement,” he promised. And tonight’s dinner is part celebration, part strategy session. At the nicest restaurant in town.

It’s nice of him, I guess, bringing me somewhere this fancy. God knows I couldn’t afford it myself. I’ve been living on cheap coffee and microwave rice bowls for the past two months, scraping the bottom of every budget just to pay for all the fees that apparently come with getting a book published. My bank account has been in the negatives more than once this month since I sent the manuscript out, and every time I look at the red numbers, the anxiety claws a little deeper.

But Gideon has promised big things. Once my book has been accepted by a publisher, all my money worries will be gone. All the debt, all the stress, all the panic attacks that keep me awake night after night, they’ll all be a thing of the past.

Or at least, that’s the hope.

“Callie!”

I turn, and there he is. Gideon Marks, grinning widely like a politician, already moving in for the hug before I can fully register him.

He smells like something expensive; sharp and spicy, aggressively masculine; and there’s just… too much of it. Like he stood in a cloud of cologne and spun around until he was coated head to toe. His smile glints too white, and the gold rings on his fingers catch the light like they’re trying to make a statement. Everything about him is just slightly too much.

“You look absolutely ravishing,” he says, holding me by the shoulders as he pulls back to get a look at me. His eyes skim over my body in a way that makes my skin crawl, and I fight the urge to step away.

“Hi, Gideon,” I say, aiming for cheerful. Polite. I press a smile to my lips, even though my nerves are tangling tighter by the second. I wish I knew why I always felt this way around him. “Thanks for meeting me here.”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss a chance to see you, Callie.” He winks, then offers his arm like we’re at some kind of gala. I take it because I don’t know what else to do.

Inside, the maître d’ seats us at a private table near the back, all low lighting and velvet booths. Gideon slides in across from me, already waving down the sommelier before I can even get my napkin in my lap.

“I’ll take the 2016 Côte-Rôtie,” he says smoothly, not glancing at me once. “Something bold for a bold night, am I right?”

I nod, even though I’ve never heard of it. The wine list looked terrifying, and now I’m grateful he’s promised to pay for everything tonight.

“So,” he says, resting his elbows on the table and steepling his fingers like he’s settling in for something serious. “Big, big things happening, Callie. That manuscript you gave me? It’s gold. Pure, emotional, marketable gold. I shared it with a friend of mine who works with a few major publishers, and he went fucking wild for it. He said there’s nothing out there quite like it.”

My shoulders loosen a fraction. The praise helps. Maybe I was just overthinking things. Maybe he’s just… an eccentric industry guy. There are a lot of those, right?

I fold my hands in my lap and smile again. “I’m really glad you think so.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” he says, leaning forward, eyes gleaming. “I know so.”

His voice lowers, like we’re co-conspirators in something brilliant and rare. “And that’s why I wanted to meet in person. I’ve got a plan, Callie. A real one. You’re not gonna be stuck in some slush pile, praying for scraps. You’ve got a voice that deserves a spotlight.”

My heart lifts a little, but it’s cautious. Bracing.

He leans back in his chair, stretching his arms like this whole thing is just too exciting for his body to contain. “So here’s what we do. We get a custom cover designed, with bold colors, professional typography, real polish. Something that stops an editor in their tracks when they open your file. The big five? They get thousands of submissions a month. You’ve got one shot to stand out. You with me?”

I nod slowly, unsure. “Okay. That makes sense…”

“Exactly!” he says, as if I’ve given him a green light. “I’ve got a guy. He’s the best. Normally charges five grand minimum, but I got him down to two for you.”

I blink. “Two… thousand?”

He waves it off like it’s nothing. “A steal. For what you’re getting? Totally worth it.”

I stare at the tablecloth, heart thudding. “I… I can’t afford that.”

He pauses. Tilts his head. “Didn’t you say you really want to be published?”

“I do,” I say quickly, guilt prickling at my throat. “But I’ve already skipped meals for this. I’ve taken on tutoring jobs, late shifts. Every spare dollar I have goes into my writing.”

He nods sympathetically. “Maybe your family can help you out?”

I glance up. “No. My dad left a year ago and my mom’s been struggling to take care of my younger siblings ever since. This book was supposed to be my way to help my family out, so Mom wouldn’t have to worry anymore.”

His smile tightens just slightly, but he recovers fast.

“Look, I think it’s great you want to do this for your mom,” he says smoothly, lowering his voice like we’re sharing something intimate now. “This isn’t ideal. But maybe… we can work something out.”

His hand touches my arm and I freeze.

His fingers linger, too familiar. Too comfortable. His eyes drag over my face with a calculated slowness, and my skin begins to crawl.

“I could front the cost for you,” he says, voice low. “And you can pay me back. Not in money. In… other ways.”

My stomach plunges.

“What?”

“You’re gorgeous, Callie. Bright. Talented. I believe in you. And all I’m saying is, there are… options. Ways to repay a favor that don’t involve emptying your wallet.”

My whole body goes cold.

I try to move my arm. His grip tightens just slightly, and he’s still smiling like nothing’s wrong.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he says, laugh soft but off. “I’m trying to help you here. You said your mom’s barely scraping by, right? You want to help her or not?”

I go still. Every nerve in me buzzing with disbelief and shame and a flicker of fear I didn’t expect.

“Let go of me,” I whisper.

But he leans in closer, and his voice is syrup-slick now. “Don’t be naïve. You think some publisher’s gonna hand you a six-figure deal just because your story’s sweet? The world doesn’t work like that, sweetheart. If you want to succeed, you’ve got to put in the work.”

My breath comes fast and shallow. My heart is pounding. My chair scrapes faintly as I shift back, trying to create even the smallest distance between us.

And then, from across the restaurant, a familiar voice cuts through the low murmur of conversation.

“Get your hands off her.”


Chapter Seven
Roman


I slam the car door without bothering to lock it. My pulse is a roar in my ears, my steps too fast, too loud across the slick sidewalk. I don’t care that people stare as I throw open the restaurant doors. I’m not here to be subtle. I’m not here to be civilized.

I’m here to destroy the motherfucker who tried to con my girl.

The second I got the callback from Dave, one of the sharpest literary agents I know, I knew something was wrong. “Gideon Marks?” he’d said, voice flat. “That guy’s a bottom-feeder. Blacklisted. Total scam artist. You better tell your girl to run.”

He sent me links, receipts, screenshots—complaints from authors he conned out of thousands. Promises of publishing deals, just like he made to Callie. Always followed by invoices, excuses, and then silence once he’d got everything he could. And in one case, worse.

An accusation of sexual assault.

My vision’s gone razor sharp now. My body locked tight with cold, focused rage.

Then I see her.

Back corner of the dining room. A white-linen table. A man leaning in with rings flashing and his hand wrapped around her wrist. And my Callie is recoiling, shoulders tense, eyes wide with something that makes me want to kill.

She doesn’t see me yet. But I see everything.

I storm across the floor, ignoring the startled glances, the maître d’s sharp voice. My fists are clenched. My jaw’s grinding.

“Get your hands off her,” I shout before I even reach their table.

The man jerks back instinctively. Good. He should be afraid.

Callie gasps softly and slides out of the booth to stand behind me. I feel her hand on my back, but I can’t look at her yet. I’m locked on him.

Gideon tries to recover. Smiles, all oily charm. “Excuse me, who...”

“You’re Gideon Marks,” I say, voice low, deadly calm. “Agent, conman, and fraud. You’ve got half a dozen formal complaints against you for impersonating industry contacts and soliciting fees under false pretenses. You’re not even legally registered with the AAR.”

I don’t mention the other accusations. Not while Callie is listening. What’s she’s finding out now is bad enough.

His mouth opens. Nothing comes out.

“I know every legitimate agent in this city. And you? You’re a fucking parasite. So if you ever contact her again, I’ll have my lawyers on you so fast your scammy little empire will implode before lunch.”

He sputters. “I think you’re misunderstanding...”

I take one step closer. Drop my voice to a snarl. “Try me, and my lawyers will be the least of your worries.”

His face drains of color, and I don’t give him another second. I turn to Callie.

Her eyes are wide and shining, that fear still lingering in them. But when I offer her my hand, she doesn’t hesitate.

I curl my fingers around hers and say, low and rough, “Come on, baby. We’re done here.”

She presses into my side without a word, and we walk out of that place like it’s on fire.

I don’t stop to look back. Don’t speak. My body is humming with fury, vibrating with it. But she’s shaking beside me, soft and silent, and that’s what reins me in. That’s what keeps me from turning around and ripping that bastard’s head from his neck.

The second we’re in the car, I start the engine, one hand white-knuckled on the wheel. The other finds hers without hesitation. She’s cold and trembling. My grip is probably too tight, but she doesn’t let go.

The silence is thick. Only broken by the sound of her trying not to cry.

She’s making those awful, stifled gasps, like she’s trying to swallow all her feelings down. I hate it. I hate it more than I’ve hated anything in my goddamn life. Her quiet tears are worse than any scream.

I don’t say a word. Not yet. Because I know if I open my mouth now, it’ll come out wrong. Too rough. Too sharp. And I don’t want her to think this rage boiling inside me is her fault.

I should have got there sooner. I should never have let her walk into that meeting alone. But it had taken me longer than expected to get all the information I’d needed. As soon as I knew what a piece of shit Gideon was, I’d rushed straight to the restaurant.

But I hadn’t been quick enough. That fucker put his hands on my girl.

I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. Her face is blotchy and pale, streaked with the remnants of mascara. Her bottom lip trembles as she wipes her cheek with the back of her free hand. She doesn’t say anything, but the sound she makes, small and broken, is enough to cleave me straight down the middle.

Every protective instinct I have is howling. My foot is heavy on the gas. I want to get her home now, where I can wrap her in a blanket and press her to my chest and swear to her that nothing like this will ever touch her again. Not while I’m breathing.

We’re almost there.

I get her home as quickly as I can. Once we’re inside, she drifts to the couch like she’s being drawn by gravity and collapses into it, her dress crumpling around her, shoulder’s caving in like she’s too tired to hold herself up.

I cross to her slowly and drop to a crouch in front of her, careful not to crowd her. My hands rest lightly on her knees.

“Tell me everything,” I murmur.

She doesn’t respond for a second. Her eyes are distant, glazed. And then, all at once, her chest heaves, and she lets out a small, broken sound that breaks my heart.

“My dad left last spring,” she says, voice so small it barely exists. “Just packed a bag one night and never came back. My mom… she didn’t know what to do. She’s trying to work all the hours she can around raising my three younger siblings by herself. My little sister’s only six.”

Fuck.

“Mom doesn’t ask for anything,” she goes on, her lip trembling. “But I know the bills are piling up. The mortgage. Groceries. School fees. I try to send her money whenever I can to help her out.”

I take one of her hands gently, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She’s on autopilot now, tumbling down the slope of everything she’s been holding in.

“When Gideon reached out, I thought that would be the end to all our financial worries. But then he started asking for money,” she whispers. “Editing costs. Formatting. Proofreading. Cover design. Submission packages. He always made it sound urgent, like if I didn’t pay right then, I’d miss the opportunity. So I found the money.”

“How?” I ask, my throat tight.

She laughs softly, but there’s no humor in it. Just a razor’s edge. “I sold most of my clothes. I’ve only got a few things left now. Stopped buying groceries for a while. I haven’t eaten three meals a day in months. I sold my headphones, my tablet, all the things I saved up for before college. I just… I kept thinking if I could publish the book, it would be worth it.”

She finally looks at me, and the pain in her eyes is devastating. “That book was supposed to help them. I was supposed to help them. And now it’s gone, and I’ve got nothing left.”

It’s like being punched in the chest.

She’s been slowly bleeding herself dry while trying to help the people she loves. She’s been suffering in silence, starving and sacrificing and drowning in guilt, while I’ve been clueless.

“I’ve failed them,” she whispers, and that’s what breaks me.

“No,” I say, sitting beside her, taking both of her hands in mine. “Look at me.”

She doesn’t, so I cup her face gently, tilting her chin until her eyes meet mine.

“Real agents don’t charge authors. Ever. That bastard was a scam artist, plain and simple.”

Her brows knit together. “But he seemed so...”

“Convincing. I know. That’s how they work. But in this industry? Authors don’t pay up front. You get an advance from the publisher. The agent takes a cut of that, a percentage. They make money when you do. Never before.”

She blinks at me, taking it in like she’s hearing it for the first time.

“You didn’t fail your family,” I tell her, my voice soft but firm. “You’ve been fighting like hell for them. You’re smart and brave and selfless, and he targeted you because of that. Because you shine.”

Her eyes fill again. But this time, she doesn’t look away.

“I’m going to take care of it,” I promise. “All of it. Your mom. The house. The bills.”

“Roman...”

“I mean it. I’m sending her enough money to pay off the mortgage. To cover whatever she needs for a long time. Your little siblings will have everything they need. And you...” I squeeze her hands, holding her gaze “...you will never go hungry again. You won’t spend another second wondering how you’re going to make ends meet.”

She shakes her head, overwhelmed. “It’s too much. You can’t just...”

“Yes I can. And I’m going to. Because you’re mine, Callie,” I say, low and rough. “And I take care of what’s mine.”

That’s what does it.

She folds into me like she’s been waiting to fall for years. Her arms slide around my neck, her body trembles in my lap, and the sobs that break from her chest this time aren’t sharp or panicked or hopeless. They’re soft. Releasing. Relieved.

I hold her. Just hold her. One hand at her back, the other smoothing through her hair.

She’s quiet for a long time and her breathing slowly evens out, little tremors easing with each pass of my hand down her spine.

Then, barely a whisper against my throat, “Roman?”

“Yeah, baby?” I pull back enough to look at her. Her cheeks are damp, lashes clumped with tears, lips trembling with leftover emotion. And she’s never looked more breathtakingly beautiful.

“Thank you,” she says. Her voice is raw. Thick with the weight of everything that’s happened today.

“You never have to thank me, Callie,” I tell her, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “I’d do anything for you. Anything.”

Her eyes are shining again. “But why? Before yesterday, you didn’t even know I existed, and now you’re doing so much for me.”

“Because,” I say, pulling her in until her lips are a breath from mine, “you’re special, baby. I knew it the second I started reading the stories in your notebook, and it only grew more obvious with each new thing I learned about you.”

She bites her bottom lip, and the gesture is so goddamn sexy. My cock jumps, but I ignore it. It’s not about sex right now. It’s about her.

“I love you, Callie,” I murmur. “It hit me so hard and fast, but that doesn’t make it any less real. I knew the second I saw you that you were meant to be mine. That you were made for me.”

She gasps softly, her eyes widening. “You love me?”

I smile, a warmth spreading through my chest. “So much, baby. More than I thought was possible. You’re in every thought. Every breath. You’re a part of me.”

“I...” she trails off, her eyes bright, cheeks pink. “I love you too, Roman. So much. This feels too good to be true, like a dream, and I’m terrified I’ll wake up.”

“It’s not a dream,” I assure her. “I’m here. I’m real. And you’re never getting rid of me. I plan on spending the rest of my life proving just how serious I am.”

She smiles, her eyes filling with happy tears, and fuck, the sight is like a fist around my heart. I’m fucking helpless for this woman.

But the moment is interrupted by a loud rumble, and it takes me a moment to realize it’s coming from Callie’s stomach.

She flushes and covers her belly with a hand, laughing sheepishly. “Sorry. That was bad timing.”

“Not at all,” I say, laughing as I stand with her in my arms. “We are going to fix that, though.”

I carry her down the hallway before setting her gently in one of the chairs at the kitchen table. Leaning down, I press a gentle kiss to her forehead.

“You’ve neglected yourself for too long trying to take care of everyone else,” I say. “But I’m here now. And I’m going to make sure you always have everything you need.”

Her face flushes, but she doesn’t argue. Just watches me quietly as I move through the kitchen, sleeves pushed up, pulling ingredients from the fridge and cabinets.

She stays quiet while I cook, and her silence is soothing. The softest background music to the sounds of pots and pans.

It doesn’t take long to make a simple stir fry. But when I see her eyes light up at the first bite, I make a vow to myself to always do whatever I can to make her happy.

To show her how loved she is.

To give her the life she deserves.

The best life.


Chapter Eight
Callie


The plates are rinsed, and I’m curled up on the couch with a blanket over my lap. My eyelids are drooping, my limbs heavy, almost like this is the first time I’ve been able to relax fully in a while.

Roman comes back into the room, shirtless now, his jeans riding low on his hips. He pauses in the doorway and just looks at me for a moment. There’s something gentle in his eyes. Something fierce, too.

“Come shower with me, baby,” he says, quiet but sure.

He holds out his hand, and I take it without hesitation. He guides me up the stairs, flicking on the bathroom lights, turning the water on. I watch him quietly, not speaking. There are no words right now.

He turns and reaches for the zipper on the back of my dress. A slow, careful drag. It slides down, baring my skin, the fabric falling loose around me. He doesn’t stop until the whole dress pools at my feet. Then he turns me to face him, his eyes raking over me.

The way he looks at me makes my body flush, warmth unfurling in my stomach. Like I’m the only woman in the world. The only woman he could ever want.

His fingers skim my sides, his touch making my breath catch, goosebumps rising on my skin. He cups my face and brings our mouths together, the kiss achingly soft. My lips part on a sigh, and his tongue sweeps inside.

I melt.

He reaches behind me, unclasping my bra before sliding the straps down my arms. Then his hands are sliding into the waistband of my panties, pushing them down until they are around my ankles. I step out of them, kicking my discarded clothes to the side. The whole time, his mouth never leaves mine.

His tongue explores. Dips and strokes. His kiss is patient and unhurried, as if we have all the time in the world. As if he could do this forever and be perfectly content.

When his mouth finally leaves mine, he doesn’t pull away. Instead, he drags his lips along the line of my jaw. Nips the tender flesh of my neck. Sucks my earlobe between his teeth, nibbling just hard enough to make my pulse race.

I reach out, unbuttoning his jeans, pushing them down his hips. He lets me, kicking them off when they pool at his ankles. He steps out of his boxers too, his cock springing free, thick and hard.

Then he scoops me up, his strong arms cradling me, and I’m weightless. Breathless. He settles me down on the edge of the counter and his hands find my knees, gently prying them apart.

“The shower can wait just a little longer,” he growls against my lips. “First, I want to do things to you that will get you dirty enough to need it.”

He kisses his way down my neck, my chest. He takes a nipple into his mouth and sucks, rolling the other between his fingers. My back arches, and my fingers sink into his hair. He nips the tight bud before moving on to the other.

“You’re mine, baby,” he groans, cupping both breasts in his hands and squeezing them together. “Every inch of this gorgeous body. You know that, don’t you?”

I nod, and he gives each nipple a little bite.

“Say it,” he demands, voice a low growl.

“I’m yours,” I breathe.

“That’s right,” he rasps. “Mine.”

He kisses and sucks his way down to my stomach, over the soft flesh that I’ve always been so self-conscious of, but that seems to make him crazy. He presses his face there, kissing, worshipping, and it sends a rush of heat between my legs.

I’ve never felt so beautiful. So wanted. So desired.

“Roman,” I whisper.

He looks up at me, his eyes hot and dark.

“Touch me. Please.”

I spread my thighs a little wider, and he takes the hint, dipping his fingers through my slick folds. His eyes stay locked on mine as he swirls around my clit, then plunges one finger deep inside me.

I gasp, clutching his shoulders, trying not to dig my nails in.

“This pussy is mine, too, baby,” he growls. “No one else will ever touch you here. Do you understand me? Nobody else will ever feel the pure heaven I feel when I sink my dick into this perfect, pretty little hole.”

I moan softly and nod. “No one but you,” I whisper.

His possessiveness is like a drug. It turns me on so much, it almost scares me.

“Good girl,” he praises, his tone almost reverent, and then his mouth is moving back up to my breasts, licking and sucking and biting.

I can’t breathe.

He adds another finger, thrusting and curling them inside me, rubbing that spot that makes me see stars. And when his thumb moves to my clit, it’s too much.

My head falls back, a moan tumbling from my lips, and my climax hits like a wave. My muscles clench, and I cry out his name, clinging to him as he coaxes the pleasure from me, wringing out every last drop.

When I come back down, my legs are shaking. Roman’s still watching me, his eyes full of desire, a small smile playing at his lips.

“God, you’re so fucking sexy,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m going to make you come all the time. As much as you can take. On my fingers, on my mouth, and most especially on my cock. Your orgasms are mine, too, and I want to feel every single one of them, baby.”

I’m panting, trying to catch my breath, when he pulls my ass to the edge of the countertop. I wrap my legs around his waist, and then he’s lining himself up and pressing inside, filling me, stretching me, and it feels so good that my eyes roll back in my head.

He groans, low and rough, burying his face in my neck. “Fuck, baby,” he pants. “You feel too good. Like fucking heaven.”

His hips move slowly, grinding into me, and I moan, clutching him tighter.

“This is where you belong,” he says, voice hoarse and ragged. “Right here. In my house. In my arms. With my cock buried deep inside your sweet little cunt. Letting me fill you with my cum so I can plant my baby inside you.”

I cry out, arching into him, loving his filthy mouth. Loving that he doesn’t hold back. That he tells me exactly what he wants, what he’s thinking, without hesitation.

“Oh god,” I moan, too turned on to be able to say anything else. My entire body is buzzing with pleasure as his thick cock glides slowly in and out, stretching and rubbing against every sensitive spot inside me.

“That’s right, baby,” he murmurs. “Your body was made for me. You were made for me. We’re going to make babies together, you and I. I’m going to give you a whole fucking baseball team, Callie. That’s how badly I want you. How much I need you to be mine.”

I cry out, my head falling back, and he kisses my throat, sucking gently, licking his way up to my ear.

“You want that, baby? You want me to put a baby in your belly?”

He places a hand on my stomach, rubbing it softly, possessively.

“Yes,” I pant, moaning as he speeds up his pace. “I want it all, Roman. Everything you said. All of it.”

His mouth crashes down on mine, and we lose ourselves in each other. The sounds of our bodies coming together are loud and slick and wet. I can feel the pleasure building inside me, growing and growing.

And when it explodes, when the orgasm bursts inside me, it’s too much. It’s bigger and more intense than anything I’ve ever felt before. Roman’s mouth swallows my cries, his hips never slowing, pounding into me. And then his whole body is going rigid, his cock swelling and throbbing, and he’s groaning into my neck, emptying himself inside me.

“Oh fuck, baby,” he groans, voice thick and low, still pumping into me, drawing out the pleasure for both of us.

After a few moments, when we can both breathe again, he lifts me in his arms, his cock still inside me, and carries me into the shower.

The hot water pours over us, washing the sweat from our skin. And the whole time, he’s holding me close, stroking my back. Kissing the top of my head.

And I know that from this day forward, everything is going to be okay.

So much better than okay.

Because we have each other.


Chapter Nine
Callie


The sun is warm through the tall café windows, spilling golden light across the table like someone poured honey over everything. Outside, the street is quiet, birds chirping, leaves dancing in a breeze that doesn’t quite reach us inside.

Roman’s across from me, sprawled comfortably in his chair like a man who owns the world and knows he’s already given me the best parts of it. His plate is half-finished, the corner of his mouth still tipped in amusement from the last thing he said. Something about my irrational hatred of cucumbers.

“I’m telling you, they taste like lies,” I say, spearing a rogue slice he snuck onto my plate and flinging it back onto his with exaggerated disgust.

He grins wickedly at me. “That’s slander. Cucumbers are crisp little angels, and you just lack the palate to appreciate them.”

“Crisp little demons,” I mutter.

And then he’s sliding a fork across the table, this time with a perfect bite of my own sandwich perched on it. “Try this instead. No cucumbers. Scout’s honor.”

I narrow my eyes. “Were you ever a scout?”

“Not officially.” He winks. “But I’m deeply committed to honorable feeding practices.”

I lean in, lips parting, and let him feed me the bite. His eyes follow my mouth as I chew like I’ve just performed an act of erotic art instead of just chewing a very ordinary sandwich.

“Better?” he asks, voice low and lazy.

I nod, smiling around the mouthful. “Okay, yeah. That bite was pretty great.”

“See?” He leans back, arms crossing behind his head, the motion pulling his T-shirt tight across his chest. “You just needed a good man to fix your life one bite at a time.”

I laugh, but God, he’s not wrong.

The strangest part of today is how light I feel. Not just physically, though my body does feel lighter somehow, like I’ve finally stopped dragging an anchor behind me. No, this is deeper. My chest doesn’t hurt when I breathe. My thoughts don’t race like they’re trying to outrun disaster. For the first time in a long time, I’m sitting still. Full. Safe.

It’s only lunchtime, and already the day has given me more than some months of my life have.

Roman insisted we skip classes today. “Mental health day,” he said while tugging a sweatshirt over my head this morning, then kissing the tip of my nose. “Non-negotiable after everything Gideon put you through last night.”

I’d tried to argue. Briefly. He kissed me quiet.

And now here we are. In this sun-drenched little café, laughing over sandwiches and mock cucumber wars.

It almost feels like a dream. But it’s not.

Because before we came here, before we even thought about food, Roman took me straight to his lawyer.

The meeting was fast and surgical. Roman laid out everything Gideon had done. I watched the lawyer’s expression sharpen with every page of receipts, every screenshot, every voice memo. The longer we sat there, the more real it became.

There’s a case. A strong one. Fraud. Coercion. Financial misconduct. Emotional exploitation.

Roman was terrifying in that meeting. Not in volume, because he barely raised his voice, but in focus. In that quiet, burning authority that wrapped around me like armor.

I shook through half the meeting, but Roman never let go of my hand. Not once.

And after, when I was barely holding myself together, he brought me to the bank.

That’s when he did it.

He sent my mom enough money to cover the mortgage, to buy groceries, to take care of my siblings. Enough to breathe again. I doubt mom will have to work again until my youngest sister is an adult if she doesn’t want to.

The relief was overwhelming. It still is. No more skipped meals. No more pretending I’m okay when I’m not. Both me and my mom will be taken care of, and I’m so damn grateful to him that I can’t even put it into words.

I stare at him across the table, his hair a little messy, sleeves pushed up, long fingers tapping idly on the edge of his plate.

I smile, and for the first time in months, I feel whole again.

He’s mid-sentence, something about setting up a meeting for me with one of his publishing contacts who owes him a favor, when my phone buzzes on the table between us.

I barely glance at it at first, assuming it’s spam or a university alert I’m still too stubborn to unsubscribe from. But then my eyes catch the name of the sender and the subject line.

I go still. My breath catches so sharply it makes a sound.

“Roman…” I whisper, voice suddenly paper-thin.

His head snaps up. One look at my face, and he’s already leaning across the table, brows pulled tight in concern. “What is it?”

I turn the screen toward him with trembling hands. “It’s an email. From one of the agents I queried forever ago. I thought I’d never hear back. But...”

He scans the email and his eyes widen.

“Holy shit,” he says, grinning like I just dropped the moon into his lap. “Callie, that’s real. She’s one of the biggest in the business. And she wants to represent you.”

I blink at him. “It’s not another scam?”

He laughs, his face shining with joy. “No, baby. That’s as real as it gets.”

The screen blurs as my eyes well up. Again. I press the phone to my chest, shaking my head like I still don’t believe it.

“I didn’t think they’d ever respond.”

Roman reaches for my hand, threading his fingers through mine. “They responded because you’re that good. Your book is stunning. You’re stunning.”

I let out a laugh that’s more of a sob. “God, I’m becoming a crier.”

He brings my hand to his lips, kissing each knuckle with exaggerated reverence. “You’ve earned every tear, baby.”

I wipe my eyes, still smiling, still floating somewhere far above the café floor.

He leans back just slightly, gives a little nod toward the server, and like magic, the guy appears.

“We’ll take the check,” Roman says smoothly.

I blink. “Wait, what? I haven’t even finished my...”

He leans close, the air between us suddenly charged. His voice drops to a low murmur. “We’re going home.”

I blink again. “Why?” I ask, even though my heart is already galloping ahead of the answer.

He brushes my hair behind my ear, fingers lingering at the nape of my neck. “Because you just landed a top-tier agent,” he says softly. “And I think the best way to celebrate would be in my bed, with your thighs wrapped around my head, and you screaming my name in ecstasy.”

My whole body flushes. Heat rushes to my cheeks, to my chest, to places lower.

He grins like he feels it, too.

I bite my lip and nod. The bill is paid in less than a minute. And then we’re up, out, hand-in-hand.

The breeze greets us as we step into the sun-drenched street, but all I feel is him.

Roman.

Steady. Solid. Mine.

The future unfurls before us like an open book.

And I can’t wait to write every page.


Epilogue
Roman


Eight months later:

The last creative writing class of the semester wraps with the usual shuffle of backpacks and half-muttered goodbyes. Students move down the aisles of the lecture hall, each one dropping a final assignment on the desk in front of me before making their escape.

I offer the same quiet “Thank you” to each of them, nodding like the picture of professional composure.

Crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled, ink on my knuckles from where my pen exploded earlier. Classic. Predictable.

Until her.

She appears at the very end of the line, waddling just a little beneath the weight of the baby she’s about to bring into this world. My baby. Our baby.

Callie’s wearing a fitted black dress that hugs every curve she used to be shy about, her belly round and heavy, her breasts full and luscious. Her hair’s in a braid over one shoulder. Her engagement ring catches the overhead lights like a flash grenade, and she does nothing to hide it. It’s like she’s proud of it. Of me. Of us.

I can’t even speak when she steps up and places her paper on the stack. Instead of turning away, she leans in just a little, mischief glowing in her eyes like a lit match.

“Enjoy this one, professor.”

She grins and walks away with a slow, deliberate sway of her hips that makes my pulse throb in my neck.

I sit there, jaw tight, trying not to make a sound as every part of me wakes up.

Fuck.

Even after eight months with her in my life, I still can’t believe I’ve been so lucky. We found out she was pregnant less than a month after I made her mine, and I’d dropped straight to my knee and asked her to marry me. I’d had the ring for two weeks before that, and I’d only been waiting for the perfect time to give it to her.

No time had been more perfect than the moment when she’d come out of the bathroom, her face streaked with happy tears while her smile lit up her face, telling me that a part of me had already taken root inside her.

Of course, she’d said yes without hesitation.

Now she lives with me, her first book about to hit the shelves. It’s blown up already, with many reviewers calling it the most anticipated debut of the century. My woman is going to be a fucking huge success and I can’t wait to see it.

And as soon as the semester ends, and our baby has arrived, we’re flying out to see her family. Getting married there. Just like she always wanted.

It’ll be small. Intimate. And absolutely perfect.

And we haven’t heard another word from Gideon Marks after he agreed to pay Callie a huge sum of money in an out of court settlement. Hopefully the fucker has learned his lesson and won’t try that again, but just in case, I’ve made sure to spread the word about him far and wide in the publishing world.

I reach for the stack of papers, still half-lost in thoughts of Callie. But I can’t resist glancing down at the top sheet, smiling to myself when I see her familiar handwriting.

The title catches my attention instantly: Extra Credit.

I blink slowly, then start reading.

The first paragraph alone is enough to make my grip on the paper tighten. By the end of the second, my dick is painfully hard.

There is no mistaking who this story is about, even though she hasn’t used names. It’s us. In explicit detail.

Jesus.

The professor with a reputation for being cold and unreadable. The student who’s been testing his patience all semester by wearing clothes that show off every goddamn delicious curve of her body. And the office hours meeting that turns into anything but professional.

And then there’s the last paragraph, where fictional Callie is spread across my desk, begging me to breed her all over again because she wants to feel full for days.

I close my eyes and inhale slowly. Exhale even slower.

I stand abruptly, paper clenched in my hand, blood already pounding with dark, feral heat.

The hallway outside the lecture hall is mostly quiet, a few voices echoing in the distance. I scan the corridor like a predator searching for prey.

And there she is, leaning against the wall across from the classroom, scrolling on her phone like she didn’t just hand me porn about us as her final assignment.

My pregnant, radiant, utter menace of a fiancée.

She looks up as I approach, a soft smile tugging at her lips. “Read it already?” she asks, voice innocent.

I don’t slow my pace. Don’t blink. Just stalk towards her with single-minded intent.

“You are a filthy little tease,” I growl, the words hot and low.

She shrugs, and her smile widens a little more.

“I just wanted to make sure you still find me attractive,” she says sweetly. “After all, I am about the size of a beached whale these days.”

My snarl is barely restrained. “You’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. I’m still just as addicted to you now as I was the first time I saw you. Maybe more.”

I step in close, crowding her against the wall, pressing my palm to the curve of her belly.

She sucks in a soft breath. “Maybe you need to prove it,” she says, her voice little more than a whimper.

I take her hand and drag her down the hall. My office door slams shut behind us. The lock clicks into place. And whatever little restraint I had, disappears completely.

I push her back until she bumps against the edge of the desk, her face flushed, her eyes already hooded with lust.

“You want me to prove it?” I murmur, pressing myself against her.

“Yes,” she gasps, arching her back as I bring one hand up to cup her heavy breast.

“You want me to show you exactly how crazy you make me?”

“God, yes.”

I lift her onto the desk, pushing aside the books and pens and papers that are in the way, and then I’m tugging her panties down her legs, spreading her wide and stepping in between her thighs.

My cock strains against my slacks, aching and ready. But I don’t pull it out. Not yet. Instead, I grind the hard bulge against her pussy, feeling the wet heat of her through my pants.

“Feel that, baby?” I ask, moving my hips slowly, teasing her. “That’s what you do to me. Every single day. I can’t think about anything else. All I want is to bend you over the nearest flat surface and fuck you until you scream.”

She moans, her head falling back, her breath coming in shallow gasps. “Please, Roman.”

“Please what?” I ask, tugging her dress up and over her head, throwing it carelessly on the floor. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

She arches her back, offering her bare breasts to me. “I want you,” she gasps. “Please. Make me come. I’m so wet, Roman.”

I lower my mouth to her nipples, sucking and licking, biting just hard enough to make her cry out. My cock throbs in response, and I can’t hold back any longer. I unzip my pants, freeing my aching cock, and slide it along her slick folds.

“You want this?” I ask, pushing the tip just inside her.

“Yes,” she moans. “Please.”

I want to tease her more, drive her just as wild as she drives me when she tortures me with those filthy little stories. But I can’t wait. The lure of her tight, wet little cunt is too strong to ignore for long.

So I thrust into her, hard and deep, making her cry out.

“This is what you do to me, baby,” I growl, pulling out and slamming back into her. “You make me lose control. You make me so fucking crazy for you.”

Her nails dig into my shoulders, her eyes locked on mine.

“Yes,” she moans, her breath hitching with every stroke. “God, Roman. Yes.”

I fuck her harder, deeper, my hands gripping her hips tightly. The sound of our bodies coming together fills the room, echoing off the walls.

“Look at you,” I whisper. “My perfect girl. So sexy. So beautiful.”

My hands roam over her swollen stomach, her heavy breasts, her thick thighs. She is a goddess, a siren, a temptation that never fails to drive me wild.

And when her orgasm comes, crashing through her, she is a fucking revelation.

Her body goes rigid, her mouth open in a silent scream, her eyes rolling back. And then she’s shaking, crying out my name, her cunt clenching around my cock, drawing me into the maelstrom with her.

“Fuck,” I groan, my own release barreling through me like a runaway train.

I bury myself inside her, emptying myself in hot spurts, marking her, claiming her, giving her everything she wants.

We stay there for a moment, panting, gasping, lost in the aftermath of pleasure. And when I finally pull out, I can’t help but stare.

My cum leaks from her cunt, dribbling down onto my desk, and I’m already half-hard again just from the sight.

“Goddamn, baby,” I murmur. “You’re incredible.”

She giggles, and when I drag my eyes up to her face, she’s smiling shyly at me. “Okay, you proved it pretty well,” she says, her voice still breathless.

“Oh, baby,” I growl. “I’ve barely even started proving anything yet.”

Her smile widens, and she lets out a sigh that is pure satisfaction.

“I love you, Roman.”

“I love you, too.”

And I always will.
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Chapter One
Lachlan


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What did it say?”

“Back off. Or next time, she’s gone.”

I go still.

“Your wife?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You think the threat’s real?”

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

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

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

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

“I’ll protect her,” I say simply.

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

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

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

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

And there she is.

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

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

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

None of that hit me as hard as this.

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

She’s mine.

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

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

My cock goes rock fucking hard.

Jesus Christ.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But it’s more than that. It’s her.

She’s fucking perfect.

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

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

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

And the worst part?

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

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

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

I don’t want a cupcake.

I want her. All of her.

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

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

Fuck.

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

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


Chapter Two
Arabella


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Something he needs.

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

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

I’ve never been kissed before.

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

But I want it.

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

It’s crazy. I know it’s crazy.

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

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

I just want one taste. One moment.

But then... DING.

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

“Oh! Cupcakes!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

He nods slowly. “You’re good at it.”

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

“Do you sell them?” he asks.

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

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

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

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

My breath stutters.

“You got a boyfriend?” he asks suddenly.

I blink. “What?”

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

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

His eyebrows rise a little. “Seriously?”

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

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

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

My entire breath catches.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I swallow hard, looking away.

This is not good.

This is really, really not good.


Chapter Three
Arabella


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

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

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

Lachlan.

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

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

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

Maybe a shower will help. A cold one.

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

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

Oh god. Is he in the shower?

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

I peer through the gap.

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

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

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

I gasp before I can stop myself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh my god.

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

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

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

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

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

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

God, he’s so hot. And he’s so close.

“Arabella...”

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

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

Then his eyes lock on mine, and he grunts.

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

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

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

Finally, he shudders and goes still.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh god,” I whimper, shaking.

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter Four
Lachlan


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

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

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

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

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

Never with someone I can’t fucking lose.

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

Jesus. She looks like a goddamn fever dream.

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

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

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

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

“Let’s go.”

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

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

The garage is quiet. Too quiet.

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay, I think we’re safe now.”

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

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

“Where are we going?”

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

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

“Yeah.”

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

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

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

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

My dick is growing hard again just thinking about it.

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

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

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

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

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

***

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

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

“We’ll take it.”

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

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

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

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

Not yet.

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

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

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

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

My pulse spikes. “Who?”

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

“Do we know who sent him?”

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

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

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

“You got it. Keep the girl safe.”

Always.

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

Something shifts in my chest.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jesus.

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

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

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

Not a single damn thing.

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

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

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

Oh fuck.

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

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

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

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

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

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

My control slips even further.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But she doesn’t feel nearly close enough.

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” she breathes. “God, yes.”

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

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

But this time, I can’t stop.

I push into her.

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

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

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

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

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

“Lachlan, please...”

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

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

“Fuck, princess. You’re so tight.”

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

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

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

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

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

So fucking beautiful.

And all fucking mine.

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

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

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

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

“That’s it, princess. Come for me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Slowly, I pull out.

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

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

Because now, there’s no turning back.


Chapter Five
Arabella


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

But I can’t.

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

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

And I gave myself to him. Completely.

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

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

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

Then they land on me and everything sharpens.

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

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

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

I nod, swallowing. “Y-yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We should.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Me either.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Is this okay?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I can’t resist.

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

Lachlan’s eyes darken.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His praise makes my heart flutter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh, God.

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

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

I can’t help but grind against his mouth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Lachlan,” I whine, gasping.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay. Let’s go.”


Chapter Six
Arabella


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The number on the screen is unfamiliar. No name.

My heart stutters.

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

“Hello?”

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

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

My blood turns to ice.

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

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

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

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

My knees nearly give out.

“I... I understand,” I manage to say.

“Good girl.” Then the line goes dead.

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

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

Dad.

Oh my god. They have my dad.

I need to tell Lachlan.

No. No, I can’t.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My chest aches.

I’m sorry, Lachlan.

I’m sorry.

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

My hands are white-knuckled on the steering wheel.

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

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


Chapter Seven
Lachlan


The bastard won’t talk.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But I’m done playing nice.

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

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

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

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

He’s pale. Breathing hard.

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

Every muscle in my body locks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But I see her.

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

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

No. No fucking way.

Please be okay, princess.

I’m coming for you, Arabella.


Chapter Eight
Arabella


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Swallowing hard, I push one open and slip inside.

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

The place is completely deserted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I stiffen. “Where’s my father?”

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

My stomach drops.

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

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

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

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

It was a trap.

I grit my teeth. “Why?”

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

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

“No,” I snap. “And I don’t care.”

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

He steps closer. Too close.

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

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

My pulse hammers. “You’re insane.”

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

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

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

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

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

Maybe I have a chance.

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

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

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

I don’t wait.

I bolt.

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

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

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

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

Gone is the smug, polished veneer.

What’s left is fury.

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

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

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

“Police! Hands where I can see them!”

Chaos explodes all at once.

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

And then I see Lachlan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I can’t speak. I can barely breathe.

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

He really came for me.


Chapter Nine
Lachlan


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She clears her throat and rises slowly from the couch.

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

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

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

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

Inside, I’m a storm.

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

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

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

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

Arabella is already in the shower.

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

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

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

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

I just watch.

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

“Lachlan...”

Hearing my name on her tongue is the final blow.

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

But I want her.

I want her more than anything.

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

I don’t wait. I can’t.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’m not far behind her.

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

Fuck.

“More.” Her voice is ragged.

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

“God, you feel so fucking good.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

She gasps.

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

“I love you too, Lachlan. I’m yours.”

It’s all I need.

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

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

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

“Say yes,” I demand.

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

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

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

That’s all it takes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Me too.”

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

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

Because I have her.

And that’s all that matters.


Epilogue
Arabella


One year later:

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

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

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

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

Lachlan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You love it.”

And he’s right.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He lost.

And we won.

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

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

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

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

“Like clockwork.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“This is it. This is my dream.”

His eyes soften. “It’s mine too.”

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

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

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

“I knew there was a catch.”

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

And he catches me right back.

Every time.
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Chapter One
Jax


The wrench slips in my grip, knuckles slamming into the underside of the sink. I grunt, more annoyed than hurt, and wipe the sweat off my brow with the back of my arm. The pipe finally twists free with a reluctant groan, and I pull it out, inspecting the corrosion like I expected anything less from this old place.

She’s a stubborn old gal, this cabin. But I still love her.

I toss the pipe aside and stand, shoulders rolling as my spine pops into place. My knuckles are scraped, and sweat beads on the back of my neck. It’s hot as hell in here, but I’ve never been one for air conditioning. If I wanted to be comfortable, I wouldn’t have moved out into the middle of the woods at the foot of a mountain range.

I wipe my hands on a rag and glance around my kitchen. The silence is just how I like it. No buzzing phones, no voices, no one breathing down my neck. Just me, the trees, and a few houses spaced far enough apart that I can forget people even exist most of the year.

That was the whole point of buying this place. After twelve years in the Army, most of it overseas, I don’t want to be around anyone. I don’t need noise. I need quiet. Stillness. Control.

And then someone knocks on my goddamn door.

I freeze, the sound sharp and unexpected in the stillness.

Another knock.

Grumbling under my breath, I grab a towel off the counter, wiping the sweat away from my chest and arms as I stalk towards the door. My boots thud against the wooden floor, slow and heavy. I’ve got sweats hanging low on my hips, and an old tank top clings to my back. I feel the familiar pull of the scar that runs down the side of my face as I swipe a hand across my jaw. It always feels tighter when I’m irritated.

“It had better be a damn emergency,” I mutter, unlocking the door and swinging it open.

Fuck.

Everything stops.

Standing on my porch, framed by the pine trees and mountains in the early afternoon light, is the most beautiful little thing I’ve ever seen. Curvy as hell, maybe five feet tall if I am being generous, with big eyes and a sweet open smile that hits me like a punch to the ribs. She’s holding a plate of cookies in both hands, like a peace offering.

Her eyes land on me, taking in my size and the scars, and her smile doesn’t waver.

“Hi,” she says, soft and bright. “I’m Tessa.”

I just stare at her. I don’t even breathe.

“I just moved into the place next door,” she adds, tilting her head towards the east side of the woods. “My grandmother left it to me.”

She’s close. There’s still a few minutes’ walk between us, but she’s the nearest neighbor I’ve had in over a year. And she looks like she wandered straight out of some sunshine-coated dream I never knew I had. Warm and soft and so goddamn sweet, it makes something deep in my chest crack wide open.

I grip the doorframe hard enough that the wood creaks.

She holds the plate out to me. “I made cookies for you. Thought I’d come say hi. I know it’s a little old-fashioned, but I didn’t want to come over and introduce myself without bringing something with me.”

My eyes drop to the cookies, then back to her.

She smells like vanilla and clean laundry and something floral I can’t place. Her little fingers are pink at the tips from the chill in the air, and she’s got a curve to her hips that would make a weaker man drop to his knees.

Mine.

I don’t say it out loud, but the word detonates in my mind like a grenade.

“Jax,” I finally manage, my voice low and rough. “Jax Stone. I live here.”

“Nice to meet you, Jax.” She gives me another one of those bright, dimpled smiles. “I was wondering if you... um, if you might have some tools I could borrow? I just moved in yesterday, and my little toolbox is missing in action. I was trying to put together my bed frame, but it turns out you can’t do much without a screwdriver. I ended up having to sleep on the couch last night.”

Her cheeks flush the slightest bit, and I feel my dick twitch in my sweats at the mention of her bed.

Nope. Not going there. At least, not yet.

She keeps talking, oblivious to the absolute chaos she’s just dropped in my lap. “I figured the cookies would be a nice offering. Everyone likes cookies, right?”

I take the plate from her hands, careful not to brush her fingers. If I touch her now, I might not let go.

“Thanks,” I grunt. Then, I jerk my head towards the trees. “I’ll come help you with the bed.”

Her eyes widen a little. “Oh! You don’t have to do that. I mean, I can probably figure it out if I just get the right tools...”

“I’ve got ‘em,” I interrupt, already turning to grab my toolbox. “And it’d be a damn poor neighbor who lets a woman do that kind of heavy lifting when he’s right down the path.”

“Oh... okay. Thank you,” she says, all breathy and sweet.

She doesn’t belong out here in the wilderness. She’s so fucking small, so soft. I could pick her up with one arm and carry her around like she weighs nothing. She looks like she needs someone to shield her from everything sharp in the world.

And that’s gonna be me.

Even if she never wants me... even if she looks at the scars and the bulk and the beast I am and decides she wants nothing to do with me... I’m still going to make sure she’s safe.

Always.

I step outside, toolbox in hand, and fall into step behind her as she leads us towards the trail. The distance isn’t far, but it’s long enough for me to memorize every sway of her hips, every shy glance she throws over her shoulder. She talks as we walk; about her grandma, how quiet it is out here, how she’s not used to the woods yet. She’s sunshine, all chatter and laughter and open-hearted warmth.

And I’m already thinking about how to protect her from every damn thing that might try to touch that light.

“I’ll get used to it though,” she says, glancing up at me as we reach the porch of her cabin. “I’m not afraid of being alone. I just need to settle in.”

I grunt. There’s not much else I can say without revealing that I’ve been planning the best place to install security cameras on her roof since we left my cabin.

She opens the door and waves me in. “Sorry about the mess. I’m still unpacking.”

It’s not a mess. It’s cozy in a soft, girly kind of way. Boxes pushed against the walls, some framed photos waiting to be hung. A pile of pillows on the worn couch. A blanket draped over the armrest that looks so soft I almost reach out and run my fingers over it. She’s brought warmth into this place already, and she’s only been here a day.

“It’s nice,” I say, and the smile she flashes at me is blinding.

Tessa leads me back to the bedroom, and I have to force my feet to keep moving when I step into the space.

Her bed frame is in pieces on the floor.

The mattress is propped against the wall, still wrapped in plastic. Light spills in through the window and onto the bare floorboards, and I swear to God, it’s like I’ve walked into some kind of slow-motion fever dream. This isn’t just some room. It’s where she’ll sleep. Where she’ll dream.

Where I’ll have her.

That thought hits hard and uninvited, and I push it down. It’s too fast. Too much.

But, fuck, my mind is already spiraling.

Her in this bed. Naked. Laid out, soft thighs parted, hair messy on the pillow, cheeks pink, lips swollen from my kisses.

Jesus. I clear my throat and crouch down, unzipping the toolbox like a man clinging to a lifeline.

“You don’t have to do the whole thing,” she says quickly. “I mean, I can help. Or if it’s too much, I could try to figure it out on my own...”

“It’s fine.” I cut her off with a shake of my head. “It won’t take me long.”

She hovers behind me for a second, then crosses the room to sit on the windowsill. Her legs dangle, not quite reaching the floor, and she swings them a little as she watches me. I can’t help noticing the way her thighs look in those jeans, or the curve of her waist when she twists slightly to grab a hair tie from her pocket and pull her hair back.

I shouldn’t be looking. She’s too young for me. Too sweet.

But I can’t look away.

I doubt she’s any older than twenty-three. Maybe twenty-two. Bright-eyed and soft. Still full of hope.

I’m forty-four, and I’ve seen war. Blood. Death.

She deserves some clean-cut, golden retriever boyfriend who’ll kiss her forehead and bring her flowers. Not some beast like me with scars and a fucked-up past and hands built for breaking, not holding.

Still, the part of me that’s already hers doesn’t give a shit. It wants to take her and mark her and claim her in a way that no other man ever could.

I start putting the frame together, trying to focus on the job. The screws are cheap. The wood is thinner than it should be. It’ll hold. Barely. But it’s not going to last.

Not once I get my hands on her.

Hell, I’ll be lucky if this thing doesn’t snap the second I’ve got her underneath me, her legs wrapped around my waist, crying out my name while I fill her up.

Fuck.

I grip the screwdriver harder and exhale through my nose.

“You okay?” she asks softly.

“Yeah.” My voice comes out rough. “Just concentrating.”

“Sorry,” she says quickly. “I’ll stop talking. I didn’t mean to distract you...”

“You’re fine.” More than fine. “Talk as much as you want.”

She smiles, a little shy but still bright, and it hits me like a fucking freight train.

Her voice is soft as she asks about my cabin, my dog tags, what I did before coming here. Army. Infantry. Retired. I’m too busy trying not to imagine how she’d sound if I dragged her down onto the floor with me and made her beg.

I finish the last bolt, wipe my hands on my shirt, and push to my feet. The frame creaks a little when I give it a testing shake. It takes only a few minutes to pull the plastic off the mattress and get it set up on the frame.

“Thanks,” she says, standing. She’s so close now that I can smell her again, her sweet scent making my cock twitch. “I really appreciate the help.”

Her head only comes up to my chest. She blinks up at me. Her eyes are wide. Curious.

“Do I owe you anything for helping?” she asks. “Besides the cookies?”

I stare down at her. So many things rush to the front of my mind, my throat tight with everything I can’t say yet.

Yes. Let me bury myself inside you. Let me brand you with my name. Let me make you mine by filling your womb with my seed so that a part of me can grow inside you.

Instead, I grunt, “Give me your phone.”

She blinks up at me. “My phone?”

“You got one, right?” I arch a brow, already knowing the answer. “You’re out here alone. If anything happens, I want you to be able to get hold of me.”

“Oh. Okay.” She fumbles in her pocket, then hands me a pink phone with a cracked case covered in tiny stars. Of course she’d have something cute like that. I take it in my palm, the phone looking ridiculously small in my hand, and I open her contacts without asking.

She doesn’t stop me.

I punch in my number and label it Jax. Then, I shoot myself a quick text so I’ve got hers.

“There,” I say, handing it back. “If anything’s off, anything at all, you call me. You hear a weird noise, you see lights in the wood, you get a damn splinter, you call. No matter what time it is.”

She laughs softly, but there’s a blush on her cheeks as she takes the phone back. “Okay, thanks.”

“I mean it, little one.” My voice drops, low and firm. “You don’t wait. You call.”

She nods, eyes wide, lips parting just slightly at the name. Good. Let her start getting used to it.

I’m already thinking about how soon I can come back. Or better yet... how soon I can get her to come over and stay.

Because this soft little sunshine girl is out here in the woods. And she doesn’t even know the wolf is already circling.


Chapter Two
Tessa


I slide beneath the covers, exhaling a soft breath as the sheets settle around me. The mattress creaks gently beneath my weight. The very same mattress Jax helped me set up earlier today.

And for some reason, I swear I can still smell him in here.

It’s probably my imagination. A leftover trace from how close he was earlier; bending over the bed frame, thick arms flexing, sweat beading on the back of his neck as he tightened each bolt with impossible focus.

But still...

It’s there. That warm, masculine scent that I can’t name. Soap and cedar and something darker underneath.

I roll to my side and close my eyes. But all I see is him.

The way he filled the doorway when I first saw him, massive and scowling and beautiful in a brutal kind of way. The sweat clinging to the edges of his tank top, the way the fabric pulled across his chest. That scar running down the side of his face, just beside his eye. It should’ve made him look harsh, dangerous. Instead, it made him look real. Like a man who’d seen things. Survived them. And come out stronger.

And God, those arms.

I’ve never seen arms like that in real life. The kind that makes you feel like they could hold up the sky, or tear it down if you asked nicely.

I squeeze my thighs together and bite my lip, my skin prickling beneath the sheets. I shouldn’t be thinking about him like this. He’s... older. At least in his forties. Twice my size, probably twice my age. Growly and quiet and intense.

And yet, when he looked at me and called me little one...

I shiver.

I don’t think I’ve ever wanted someone to touch me so badly. Just to see what it would feel like. His hands. His mouth. The weight of his body above mine.

I let my fingers trail lower under the covers, slowly, heart racing.

But just as I start to slip my hand beneath the waistband of my sleep shorts...

CRASH.

I bolt upright.

There’s another thud. A metallic clatter. Something scraping.

It’s coming from outside. Behind the cabin. Loud. Too loud to be the wind or a branch falling. My heart lurches into my throat, and I freeze, eyes wide.

What the hell was that?

Another sound. Something tipping over, maybe? Something heavy.

I sit there for a second, paralysed, listening. It’s dark out. There are no streetlights here. No one nearby.

It could be an animal. Or someone creeping around.

My skin goes cold and clammy. My eyes dart to the window, but the blinds are shut tight, thank God. I don’t want to know what’s out there.

And then I remember what Jax said. That I was to call him at any time if I needed him.

I scramble for my phone on the nightstand, my hands shaking so badly I nearly drop it. I stab at the screen, scroll through to his number, and hit call.

It rings once.

Twice.

“Tessa?” His voice is rough and breathless.

“Jax?” My voice trembles. “I... I think there’s something outside. I heard loud noises, and something got knocked over. I don’t know what it is. I’m scared.”

“Stay in the house,” he says, his voice deadly calm. “Lock the doors. Don’t go outside.”

I nod even though he can’t see me. “Okay.”

“I’m already on my way.”

He hangs up.

I clutch the phone to my chest, my whole body vibrating with adrenaline. I double-check the front and back doors, both locked. My feet carry me in circles as I pace, trying not to imagine what’s outside. Trying not to imagine a stranger with a knife. Or a bear. Or something worse.

A few minutes pass, maybe less, before I hear it. A loud shout.

It’s him.

My heart slams into my ribs. “Jax,” I whisper, imagining him getting hurt. I rush to the front door and throw it open, letting the cold air lick at my skin as I step out onto the porch.

He comes around the corner of the cabin a moment later, stalking through the shadows.

He’s shirtless.

Wearing nothing but the same pair of sweatpants from earlier, hung low on his hips. His chest rises and falls with every breath, massive and solid, scattered with old scars and dusted with dark hair. His jaw is clenched, mouth tight, eyes wild and sharp and locked on me.

He sees me standing there and scowls.

Then he’s moving, fast and sure, his body language radiating heat and fury. Before I can blink, he’s on the porch and lifting me into his arms.

“I told you to stay inside, little one.”

I gasp, but the sound is lost in the press of his body. One of his arms wraps under my thighs, lifting me so easily it’s like I weigh nothing. His other hand slides up, cupping the back of my head as he holds me against his bare chest. My legs wrap instinctively around his waist.

“I thought you were hurt,” I whisper against his skin.

“You should’ve done as you were told. It was just a raccoon looking through your trash. I scared it away.”

His voice is gruff, thick with an emotion I can’t name. I should be embarrassed about getting scared over something so small. About being held like this. I should insist I’m fine and wriggle my way out of his arms.

But I don’t.

Because his body is so solid. So warm. So safe.

He carries me inside like I’m nothing more than a doll and kicks the door shut behind us. Never once letting me go.

He settles onto the couch with me still in his arms, setting me down in his lap, and I melt against him. His heartbeat thunders beneath my cheek. His hand cradles the back of my head. His arms cage me in.

I’ve never felt so protected in my entire life. And even though there’s still a trace of fear in my chest, it fades with every second I spend wrapped up in him.

My fingers twitch against his skin, and I can’t help myself.

Gently, I trace the edge of a scar that cuts across his chest. It’s pale and jagged, a harsh contrast to the warm, solid skin beneath it.

He goes still. Like he’s holding his breath.

I pause. “Should I stop?”

There’s a long beat of silence, then he grunts, “No, you don’t have to.”

So I don’t.

I keep tracing, softer this time, letting my fingers follow the story written on his skin. “Where did you get them?”

He exhales through his nose, long and slow, and when he speaks, his voice is low and rumbling.

“Helmand Province. Afghanistan. An IED hit the road three vehicles ahead of ours. We rolled up right after. There was fire everywhere, smoke, screaming. It was the worst shit I’ve ever seen. Some of the guys were still alive, trapped in the lead truck. There wasn’t time to think. I just went in.”

My throat tightens. “You ran into a burning vehicle?”

“I didn’t have a choice.” He shrugs, like it’s no big deal. “We got two of ‘em out. Third didn’t make it. The truck exploded while I was pulling the second guy away. That’s where the scars came from.”

I can’t breathe. Can’t speak.

All I can do is stare up at him; at the incredible, powerful man holding me in his lap; and feel my heart crack wide open.

“You saved them,” I whisper.

His arms tighten around me. “Not all of them.”

I lift my head and press a soft kiss to the scar I touched.

He grunts again, but this time it’s different. It’s a low, deep sound from somewhere in his chest that makes my whole body shiver.

I press another kiss just beside the first, and another, moving slowly, reverently across his chest.

His fingers dig into my thighs, and I feel something beneath me growing hard. Very hard. And very, very big.

My breath catches.

Oh.

He’s... huge.

Panic and arousal crash together in a strange, delicious wave. I can’t help the way my thighs squeeze together against his hips. I can’t stop the heat pooling low in my belly.

But before I can do anything else, Jax suddenly lifts me.

One second I’m cradled against him, the next I’m back on the couch, blinking up in confusion as he stands and moves a few steps away, chest rising and falling hard.

And now, with no shirt and nothing but those sweats hanging low on his hips, I can see everything.

His arousal is unmistakable.

And massive.

I feel my face flush, and I wrap my arms around my middle, already missing the heat of his body, the safety of his embrace.

“I...” My voice comes out too soft. “Did I do something wrong?”

His head snaps towards me, and his jaw flexes.

“You did nothing wrong,” he growls.

I flinch, but not from fear.

From the way that voice hits me right between the legs.

His eyes burn into mine, glowing with something wild. Something dangerous.

“I want you, Tessa. Too damn bad to be gentle about it. You’re soft and sweet, and I’m not built for soft. Not with how much I need you. I’d fucking wreck you.”

His words set me on fire. With need. With craving. With something so much deeper than anything I’ve ever felt before.

I stand. My legs are shaking, but I cross the room anyway.

I don’t break eye contact as I stop in front of him. He doesn’t move. Doesn’t even blink.

I reach out, tentative, letting my fingertips brush the ridges of his abs. They’re rock solid and warm under my touch. My breath catches as I trail my fingers lower... to the waistband of his pants.

He catches my chin in his hand, rough fingers gripping hard enough to hurt just a little.

“Final warning, little one,” he growls, voice like gravel. “Touch me again, and I won’t be able to hold back anymore.”

My body trembles, every nerve ending lit up like fire.

So I let my fingers trail lower, brushing lightly over the hard length straining against his pants.

In a blur, my world tilts, and my back hits the wall.

His body slams into mine, hard and hot, and his mouth crashes down on mine in a kiss that steals the breath from my lungs.

It’s not gentle or sweet.

It’s all hunger and heat and barely restrained fury. He kisses me like a starving man. Devouring. Claiming. Owning.

And I melt into it completely, because I don’t want gentle.

I just want him.


Chapter Three
Jax


I’m too far gone.

I know it, but I can’t stop myself.

Not with the taste of her on my lips, and the feel of her body against mine. I’m not thinking anymore. Not reasoning. All I can do is feel.

The way she whimpers into my mouth. The way she opens up to let me kiss her harder. Deeper.

Her lips are plush and soft. Her tongue tentative, shy, letting me lead. She’s so fucking small that I could easily break her. Ruin her. And judging by the noises she’s already making, I know she’d love every second of it.

I press her harder against the wall. My thigh slips between hers, and when I flex it, pressing hard, her legs part. She’s already wet for me, a hot, slick heat soaking through her sleep shorts. I groan, and she cries out.

Her nails dig into my skin, and it’s too much. Too damn much.

She’s too soft, too innocent, and I’m too close to the edge. The urge to breed her so damn deep she’ll feel me in her gut is too strong. My dick presses against her soft stomach, throbbing. Ready to blow its load inside her and make her mine forever.

Fuck.

I tear my mouth away and press my forehead to hers, breathing hard.

Her eyes are wide, pupils blown, and her lips are red and swollen. She stares up at me, panting. I bring a hand up to cup her cheek, brushing my thumb against her lower lip.

“This mouth is mine now, little one. I’ve claimed it, and I’m not gonna let anyone else have it. No one else will ever get to taste you again. You’re mine. Mine.”

She gasps, but nods. “Yours,” she whispers, lips moving against my thumb. “All yours.”

I groan, low and feral, and capture her mouth in another brutal kiss.

I can’t help myself.

I don’t stop kissing her as I tear at her clothes, growling low in my throat like a goddamn animal. Fabric rips in my big hands, first the little shirt she’s wearing, then her sleep shorts. I toss them onto the ground, not caring where they land. All I know is I need her bare. Now.

I need her soft, perfect skin against mine.

My mouth trails down her neck, her shoulder, her collarbone, biting and licking and sucking bruises into her skin.

My girl moans and writhes against me, but her body doesn’t fight. She offers herself up, and I take her, claiming her with my hands and mouth and teeth.

I keep kissing downwards until I’m on my knees in front of her. As soon as I’m in place, I lift one of her thighs over my shoulder, opening her up to me.

Jesus. Her little cunt is so fucking perfect. So soft. So pink. So goddamn wet for me already. And she smells like heaven. I could live here. Die here.

I dive in like a fucking man possessed. Because that’s exactly what I am.

I eat her like I’m a starving man and she’s the last meal on earth. My mouth latches onto her pussy, and I groan. She’s so fucking wet and slick. So sweet.

So fucking mine.

Her hands slide into my hair, nails scratching my scalp, and she lets out a cry that sounds like my name. I keep going, lapping at her cunt with my tongue, sucking her clit into my mouth, burying my face so deep between her legs she can’t possibly push me away.

And she doesn’t.

She holds on tighter. She writhes. She grinds down on my mouth, shameless.

I growl and press harder, eating her out, drinking down her juices and letting her smear that wetness all over my face. I don’t care.

All I care about is getting her off. About proving to her that she’s mine. That this hot, wet little cunt belongs to me. And I’ll fucking kill any man who thinks about touching what’s mine.

Her cries grow louder. Her legs start to tremble. She’s close. So damn close.

“Please,” she gasps, and her voice is so desperate, so beautiful, it almost breaks me.

But instead, I just double down.

I lick faster. Harder. I suck her clit between my teeth, nipping gently. She’s so fucking wet, literally dripping, but I still don’t know if it’s enough to help her take me. She’s too tight. Too small. Not built for a cock like mine.

But I’m going to split her open and make her take every inch of me, anyway. I’ll fuck her sweet little hole into the shape of my dick and make sure no other man could ever give her what she needs the way I can. She’ll be sore for days by the time I’m done with her. And every ache will remind her she’s mine.

“Oh God!” she moans. “Don’t stop, Jax. Oh God. I’m gonna... I...”

I suck her clit harder, and her words cut off into a scream. Her whole body goes taut, her nails scraping at my scalp. And then she’s coming.

Hard.

So fucking hard.

Her pussy pulses against my tongue, hot and sweet, flooding my mouth as her whole body shakes. She’s crying out, and I’m drinking down every drop, growling with satisfaction, feeling like a fucking king for making her come so damn hard.

By the time her cries of pleasure have died down to soft little whimpers, she’s sagging against the wall, spent.

But I’m not nearly done.

I stand and push my pants down, stepping out of them and kicking them aside. Her eyes go wide as she stares at my cock.

“That’s... oh my God.”

“This is going inside you,” I growl. “Right now. Gonna stretch you open so wide you’ll forget what it feels like to be empty.”

I don’t give her a chance to argue or even respond. I lift her, and her legs instinctively wrap around my waist as I slam her back against the wall again. She lets out a soft grunt, but I’m too far gone to go easy.

I pull out my cock, lining it up and pushing inside her in one hard thrust, feeling something rip inside her, hearing her sharp cry.

I pause, unable to believe it.

“Fuck, little one,” I groan, barely holding myself together as she looks up at me with those wide, innocent eyes. Eyes that are now glazed over with pain and pleasure and so much trust it almost knocks me out. “You’re a fucking virgin?”

“Yes,” she whispers, and the admission sends a surge of lust roaring through my veins.

She could have given this gift to anyone. To some soft boy with shaking hands and a dick that wouldn’t hurt her. But she gave it to me. A beast. A fucking animal. And I’m gonna reward her for it, by giving her the kind of fucking a little goddess like her deserves.

Hard. Deep. Rough. With me buried inside her, breeding her and owning every inch of her curvy little body.

I grip her chin again, forcing her to look up at me, and she lets out another one of those moans that I can’t get enough of.

“This is mine now, Tessa. Say this sweet little cunt belongs to me. Say it.”

“It’s yours,” she gasps, her voice cracking. “It’s all yours.”

A rumble escapes my chest. “That’s good, little one. But not enough. I want to hear the filthy words coming out of your pretty little mouth. Tell me this cunt belongs to me.”

“My... my cunt is yours, Jax. My pussy is yours. I’m yours.”

My control snaps.

With a low snarl, I pull her away from the wall and stalk towards her bedroom, keeping her in my arms and my cock inside her pussy, her grip so damn tight it’s like she’s strangling my dick.

We fall onto her bed, and it creaks dangerously beneath us. My weight pins her to the mattress.

“Gonna fill you up,” I growl. “Gonna give you everything. Every inch of my cock. Every drop of my cum. You’re gonna take it all. I’m gonna breed you so good you’ll become addicted to my cock. That’s what you want, isn’t it, little one? You want me to wreck this little pussy and make it mine?”

“Yes!” she gasps. “Yes, yes, yes.”

She’s writhing, pushing her hips up to mine, and I’m fucking lost.

I pull back and slam into her again, her body bouncing beneath mine.

And fuck.

She feels so good. So warm. So wet.

Her pussy is stretched so damn tight around my dick, like she’s trying to choke the cum right out of me. She’s still whimpering with pain, her face contorted, her eyes closed.

“Open your eyes,” I snap, and they fly open.

“Keep your eyes on me,” I snarl, slamming in again. “Watch me claim you. Watch me own you. Watch me fill this pretty little cunt up and mark you as mine.”

She whimpers, and fuck, if she keeps making noises like that, I’m not gonna be able to hold on for long.

So I keep going.

I fuck her. Hard. Deep. Pounding into her over and over. My balls slap against her ass, and she’s crying out. Begging me. Needing more.

And I’m powerless. Powerless against this woman who’s captured my heart. My soul. My body.

Powerless against her tight little pussy and the way her walls clench around my cock, gripping me tighter.

I keep going, harder and faster, and soon the headboard is slamming against the wall. Soon the entire bed frame is creaking.

I don’t stop. Can’t.

I fuck her relentlessly, my dick so fucking deep inside her I could explode.

The creaking grows louder until the whole fucking frame gives way and the mattress drops two feet to the floor with a loud crash.

Tessa makes a surprised noise, but she keeps her eyes on mine. “What... what are we...?”

“Don’t worry, little one. We’re not going anywhere. You think a broken bed’s gonna stop me?”

I punctuate the words with a hard thrust, and she moans, low and long.

“Nothing is stopping me from giving you this cock. Nothing. Not ever. You’ll be taking this dick until you’re dripping, shaking, bred.”

I grip her wrists and tug them above her head in one of my hands, pinning her arms down as I start moving again. The sight of her beneath me, held in place, helpless, and her tits bouncing with every hard thrust is almost too much.

Almost.

Because I’m not done with her yet.

“Oh God,” she moans. “That feels... it feels so good, Jax.”

“That’s because you were made for my cock, Tessa. Look at how well you’re taking it. Taking every fucking inch of me. And I’m not stopping until I’ve poured every drop of my come into this greedy little hole.”

“Yes. Yes. Please, Jax. Give it to me.”

Her words drive me insane.

“That’s it, little one,” I rasp, pounding into her harder. “Keep begging for it. Keep saying my name. You know what it does to me. Feeling your pussy gripping my cock, knowing how much you need me, need this. Gonna fucking ruin you, Tessa.”

She’s panting, gasping, writhing. Her body is covered in a thin sheen of sweat, her hair wild, her eyes glazed.

And still, she keeps her eyes on mine, just like I told her to.

I groan, losing myself in the heat of her body. Losing myself in the way her pussy milks my cock.

“Please,” she whimpers, voice barely there. “Please, please, please. Jax. I’m... I’m gonna... oh, God...”

I feel her cunt clamp down on me, and the world goes hazy.

“Fuck,” I growl. “Come for me, little one. Come on my cock.”

Her eyes close, her face twisting in pleasure, and her back arches. She’s coming. Her entire body trembling, her pussy squeezing me so tight, pulsing around me.

And I can’t hold back anymore.

My cock swells and bursts, filling her up, shooting ropes of cum inside her, coating her walls, marking her from the inside out.

Mine.

This woman is all fucking mine.

“Jax,” she whimpers, her voice breathless as she goes limp beneath me. “That was amazing.”

“Good. Because I’m gonna be spending a lot of time inside you. But for now, I guess we’re sleeping on the couch tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll order you a sturdier bed. One that can handle the kind of fucking I’ll be giving you day and night from now on.”

I stand again, keeping her naked, trembling body against mine as I rise. Then we’re moving back towards the living room, and I lie down on the couch, letting her lie on top of me while my semi-hard dick stays in her cunt, plugging her up and keeping my seed inside.

“Sleep, little one. I promise you’re going to need your rest for tomorrow.”

She snuggles against my chest, and I wrap my arms around her, holding her against me as her breathing slowly evens out.

Fuck, if someone had told me this morning that I’d have a woman like her in my arms tonight, I’d have said they were insane.

But it’s real.

She’s here.

And she’s mine.


Chapter Four
Tessa


The soreness is the first thing I notice.

It throbs between my thighs with every step I take around the bedroom, a dull, aching reminder of everything that happened last night. Not that I need a reminder. I’ve barely stopped thinking about it, or about him, since the moment I peeled my eyes open this morning.

The second thing I notice?

The bed.

Or rather, the ruins of it. The frame is cracked nearly in half, the mattress lopsided where one leg of the bed buckled under the weight of his massive body slamming into mine again and again. The sheets are rumpled, tangled like vines after a storm.

I should be shocked. Embarrassed. But all I feel is a liquid heat that spreads through my belly like wildfire.

He really did that to me. He was like a man possessed.

And I liked it. No, I loved it. Every second of it.

I grab a pair of comfortable yoga pants from a drawer and slide them on. Next, I look in another drawer, find a clean t-shirt, and pull that on too.

Usually, I wouldn’t get dressed until after I’d had breakfast and a shower. But the fact my nightclothes are still somewhere in the living room, torn to shreds by hands that had literally zero patience, means I’m having to change around my usual routine this morning.

Michael never touched me like that.

Actually... Michael never really touched me at all. There was nothing more than a few kisses between us. And even they now seem disappointing in comparison to the way Jax kissed me last night.

And God, I used to think that was normal. That desire was something that took time to grow. Something earned or rationed.

But now?

Now I know the truth. If someone wants you, they don’t hesitate. They devour.

And Jax... he devoured.

There’s a knock at the front door, sharp and unexpected. I jolt slightly, heart thudding before I exhale and cross the small room towards the front of the cabin.

As I step into the open space of the kitchen and living area, my breath catches.

Jax is at the stove.

He’s bare-chested, broad-backed, towering and barefoot, casually stirring scrambled eggs like he wasn’t doing his best to rearrange my internal organs just a few hours ago. His dark hair is slightly mussed, a hint of sleep in his expression, and his powerful body is covered in old scars and fresh scrapes that I must have left behind with my nails last night.

I nearly forget about the knock, but then it comes again and I rush to open the door.

I’ve never seen the man standing on my porch. He’s shorter than Jax, but then most men are. He’s clean-shaven. Neat hair. Athletic frame, but not built like he pulls trees apart with his bare hands for fun.

He’s the kind of man you’d expect to see in a marketing firm’s brochure. Jax, on the other hand, looks like the reason a woman would run into the woods and never want to leave.

“Hi,” he says, offering a charming smile filled with teeth that seem a little too white. “I’m Miles. I own the cabin down that way.”

He gestures off to the right, the opposite direction of Jax’s place.

“Oh,” I reply, fiddling with the hem of my shirt as I take a step out onto the porch with him. “I’m Tessa. I just moved in a couple of days ago.”

“Yeah, I heard.” His smile deepens. “Welcome to the neighborhood. Not many people out here, so I figured I’d stop by and say hi. I don’t come up here too often. Mostly just when I need a break from the city. But if you ever want someone to show you around, maybe take you on a hike, I know the trails pretty well.”

There’s a pause. The kind that feels like I’m supposed to say yes. But before I can respond, a deep, gravelly voice cuts through the doorway like a blade.

“Breakfast’s ready.”

I glance over my shoulder.

Jax is standing in the doorway, his scarred, scowling face set in a way that makes my stomach flip and flutter like it’s full of butterflies fighting to get out.

I turn back to Miles, forcing a polite smile. “Thanks for stopping by. I should eat before everything gets cold. Maybe I’ll see you around sometime.”

Miles hesitates for a beat too long, then gives a tight nod. “Yeah. Sure thing.”

I close the door and turn the lock with a satisfying click.

When I turn back, Jax is already settling into one of the chairs at the small kitchen table, his massive frame making the sturdy pine creak under his weight. The plate of scrambled eggs and toast sits in front of him, still steaming, and my mouth starts to water.

But not for the food.

Because as I watch, Jax leans back, pushing the chair out just a little farther from the table. His sweatpants ride low on his hips, and one of his hands moves casually to his waistband. He pulls himself free, and even though I saw it last night and felt every inch of it, my breath still catches in my throat.

He’s already hard. Thick. Heavy. Pulsing.

A needy whimper slips from my lips before I can stop it.

His gaze pins me in place, full of dark hunger and command.

“Clothes off,” he growls, voice rough from sleep and lust. “You’re eating breakfast on my lap.”

There’s no room for argument in that tone. Not that I want to argue.

I slide my hands down and shimmy out of my leggings and panties, slowly, heart racing as I step out of them. Jax’s eyes darken even more, his gaze fixed on me like a starving man watching a feast.

“Come here,” he murmurs, curling a finger at me.

I cross the floor towards him, naked from the waist down, every inch of me flushed and already desperate for his touch. His hands grip my hips the moment I’m close enough, guiding me into place.

The stretch as I sink down onto him draws a gasp from my lips. I’m still so sore from last night, and my body protests at first, tight and tender. I wince as he fills me, but Jax doesn’t stop. He simply grunts, wrapping one thick arm around my waist, pulling me down until he’s seated as deep as he can go.

And despite the ache... I melt.

He’s so deep I can barely breathe. So thick it borders on too much.

But it’s perfect.

I settle on his hips, thighs spread across his massive legs, my chest rising and falling in shaky breaths as I try to adjust. With swift movements, he grabs the hem of my t-shirt and tugs it, keeping it surprisingly intact as he pulls it off over my head. Then his arm is around my waist again, pulling me closer so that my nipples scrape against his bare chest. The sensation makes my pussy flutter around him, and he grunts.

“That’s better,” he growls. “You don’t need clothes around me, little one. They just make it more difficult for me to keep your pretty cunt stuffed full of my cock all day.”

My gaze flicks to the small pile of clothing he destroyed last night, a small laugh bubbling up from inside me. “I don’t know. My clothes didn’t seem too much of an inconvenience to you last night.”

One corner of his mouth curls upwards as he grabs a fork with his free hand, scooping up a bite of eggs and bringing it to my lips.

“Eat.”

I open my mouth, cheeks flushing, and he feeds me with a kind of patience that’s at odds with the sheer heat in his eyes. I swallow slowly, not sure what’s more overwhelming. The fact that he is taking care of me by literally feeding me breakfast or the fact that I’m sitting on him like this, impaled and helpless.

“So,” he says, after he’s given me a few bites. “Why did you come out here? Most people don’t pick the woods unless they’re running from something.”

I blink, mouth still half full. I chew, swallow, and then clear my throat.

“I, um... inherited the cabin from my grandparents,” I say softly. “And enough money to live off for a little while. So I figured it was the perfect time to take a break and just... get away from everything.”

His eyes narrow.

“Everything?”

I shrug. “My grandparents raised me ever since my parents died in a car crash when I was two. And when they died too, only a year apart from each other, I had no family left there.” His eyes soften for a moment, and he kisses my temple. “And then I lost my internship and broke up with someone. So I really didn’t have a reason to stay in the city.”

Jax shifts slightly beneath me, not enough to move inside me, but enough to remind me he’s still there. Still very deep.

“I’m sorry to hear about your family,” he says, his voice gruff.

I glance down, not wanting him to see the tears forming in my eyes, but I blink them back quickly. “Yeah, it was a lot to go through, but I’m hanging in there, you know?”

He nods and scoops more scrambled egg onto the fork for me.

“What kind of internship was it?” he asks as he brings the fork back to my lips.

“Business,” I say, once I’ve swallowed the food. “I thought I wanted to go into finance.”

“What about the guy?” he grunts.

My cheeks heat. “Michael.”

Jax scoffs. “Stupid name.”

A small laugh slips out of me before I can stop it. “He, uh... well, things just didn’t work out.”

Jax tightens his grip on my waist, holding me firmly against him while keeping me impaled. “He didn’t claim you when he had the chance? Fucking idiot.”

“Yeah, he really was,” I say, dropping my gaze again. “He wasn’t faithful.”

There’s so much more to it. But I can’t say it yet. Can’t admit how he used me, and how stupid I felt. I don’t even like admitting it to myself.

Jax says nothing for a long moment. Just feeds me another bite of food and watches me like he’s reading all the things I didn’t say.

Then he leans in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “His loss is my gain,” he rasps. “Now I get to keep you all to myself.”

His voice drops even lower, rough and raw with need.

“I’m gonna keep you full of my cock like this, little one. Every damn day. Keep flooding this sweet cunt with my seed until you’re round and glowing with my baby. Until you can’t walk without feeling me deep inside you.”

I squirm in his lap, my breath catching in my throat.

And Jax just grins. Because he knows exactly what he’s doing to me.

“This tight little pussy belongs to me, doesn’t it, Tessa? It’s aching to be fucked and bred again, isn’t it? Say it, little one. I want to hear it.”

I should be embarrassed by how desperate I am. But when he’s this deep, when he’s saying those filthy things in that voice that wrecks me... all I want is more.

“Yes, Jax,” I say, moaning softly as I feel his cock twitch inside me, somehow making me feel even more full than I already am. “I’m yours to breed. I want to be filled with your baby. I need it.”

He growls, and the fork clatters onto the plate. Then both his hands are on my hips, lifting me easily until he almost slides all the way out of me, before slamming my hips down on him again.

I cry out, but the sound is cut off as his mouth claims mine, hard and possessive.

He kisses me like a starved man. Like a man who needs to be inside me more than air. And the truth is... I need it just as much.

“Jax,” I gasp, my lips bruised from his kiss.

He doesn’t answer. Just lifts me up and slams me down again, fucking up into me with a brutal, unyielding rhythm.

My entire body shakes. Pleasure burns through me. My hands fly to his shoulders, nails digging into the muscles, clinging for dear life.

He’s so big, so thick. So deep.

I can’t breathe.

All I can do is take the hard, fast thrusts. But I crave this. His size. His heat. His possessiveness. The way he wants to claim my body as his.

Michael never touched me like this. Never made me feel like I mattered. Like I was wanted.

But Jax touches me like I’m everything.

“You feel that?” he growls. “How deep I am? That’s where my baby’s going to grow. Right in your womb. You’re going to take every drop of my cum. Gonna give you a belly full of my seed.”

“Yes,” I whine, the pleasure mounting. “Oh God, yes.”

He grips my hips and bounces me on his lap, fucking into me with hard, punishing thrusts. Then his mouth is on my nipple, sucking and licking. I moan, arching into his mouth, and my fingers dive into his hair, pulling at the roots.

“Fuck,” he groans. “Such a perfect little body. I want to see these tits full, dripping with milk, just waiting for me to suck them dry. Want to see you round with my baby. Want to know that this pussy is mine, and no one else can have it.”

“It is yours,” I cry out, my head falling back, hair tumbling over my shoulders. “I’m all yours. I’m yours, Jax.”

With a low, guttural noise, he wraps his arms around me and stands. Then my back hits the table just as he sends the plate of food flying with a swipe of his hand.

He drives into me, and the whole table rocks with his thrusts.

I can’t even form words anymore. All I can do is lie there and take the punishing, possessive claiming, each slam of his hips filling me, owning me, and driving me closer and closer to the edge.

“That’s it,” he snarls, pounding into me. “Fuck, your little pussy is so hungry. Greedy little thing. I can feel it squeezing around me, trying to milk every drop of cum from my balls. Trying to get me to fill your womb up.”

“Yes,” I whimper, gasping as he slides a hand between our bodies, circling my clit with his calloused thumb. “Yes, please. Please, Jax. Make me come. Breed me. Fill me.”

I’ve never been so desperate for anything. Never been so completely consumed with need.

And with every thrust, he fills me, claiming and marking.

Possessing.

“I’m gonna,” he grunts, his thrusts growing harder, more erratic. “I’m gonna flood your womb. Gonna keep you pregnant for the rest of our lives.”

His hand is still working my clit, and his cock is so deep. Too deep.

I’m lost.

Lost in him.

The orgasm explodes through me like lightning. My pussy tightens around him, fluttering and milking, and his pace becomes a frenzy.

Then he growls, cock pulsing and throbbing as his hot seed pumps deep into me, flooding me, marking me, branding my womb with his cum.

“That’s it,” he hisses. “Take every drop. Take it all, little one.”

I moan, limp, sated, and blissed out.

He collapses against the table, covering my body with his, but keeping himself braced on his elbows to avoid crushing me. His lips find my neck, kissing and nipping at the sensitive skin.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he growls, still buried to the hilt.

“Me neither,” I whisper, and my cheeks burn as his eyes meet mine, so full of desire it makes me shiver.

“Good,” he says, his tone a mix of smug and satisfied. “Because you’re stuck with me now. And I’ll be filling you morning, noon and night from now on.”

With that, he kisses me.

And I’m lost all over again.


Chapter Five
Tessa


The sun is low in the sky, casting long shadows across the trees and bathing everything in a soft amber glow. There’s a golden haze over the trail as we walk, and even though I’m still sore in all the best ways, I can’t stop smiling.

Jax walks beside me, carrying the small box of things we packed up earlier. The bare essentials I’ll need for the next couple of nights while I wait for my new bed to arrive. My toothbrush, some clothes, the paperback I’m currently reading.

“You’re not gonna need most of this,” he muttered while packing it earlier, his voice full of gravel and heat. “I’ve already told you how I feel about you wearing clothes. They just get in my way when I’m trying to keep your needy pussy full.”

I’d blushed, but I couldn’t argue with his logic.

Most of the day was spent tangled together on the rug in front of the fire, his big body wrapped around mine, his touch possessive and constant. I couldn’t move without him growling and pulling me closer.

Not that I minded. Not one bit. Although there is a soreness between my thighs that might never heal given his relentless need to be inside me with that big beast of his.

His cabin just comes into view when it hits me that I’ve forgotten something.

“My phone!” I stop short, spinning towards him. “I left it on the kitchen counter.”

He grunts. “You won’t need it. I’ll be keeping you plenty busy.”

“I might,” I say, ignoring the way his words create an excited flutter low in my belly. “One of my friends said she’d call tonight to check in. She’ll freak out if I don’t answer. I’ll run back and grab it. Won’t take long.”

He narrows his eyes, and I already see the refusal building behind that icy stare. “I’ll come with you.”

I huff a laugh. “We’re literally right there, so you might as well just go take my stuff inside. I’ll be ten minutes. Tops.”

Jax doesn’t move.

“I’ll be fine,” I insist. “It won’t be dark for a while yet. Just go and get comfortable, and I’ll be back in your lap before you know it.”

His jaw flexes. He’s not happy about it. Not one bit. But he finally lets out a slow breath. “You’ve got ten minutes, little one.”

I open my mouth to respond, but he steps forward, crowding me and towering over me, his voice dropping to a growl that melts straight through me.

“If I don’t see you walk through that door before that, I’m coming back for you. And if you make me track you down...” He leans closer, his lips ghosting over mine. “Don’t expect to walk straight tomorrow.”

Heat floods my cheeks, and there’s a full-on wildfire between my thighs. He’s already made that a challenge for me, and my mind is reeling as I try to work out what more he could do to affect my ability to walk.

“I won’t be long,” I whisper, my voice breathless.

He kisses me like he’s sealing a deal. His mouth is hot and firm and hungry against mine, and the kiss steals every ounce of my attention. He pulls away before I’m ready, and I whimper.

“Nine minutes left,” he says, his lips still so close to mine that I can feel his breath on my skin. “Be quick.”

He turns and strides the last few steps towards his cabin.

I watch him for a second. The way the sunlight hits his bare back, lighting up every powerful line of muscle, every faded scar. My heart stutters in my chest, and I turn before I completely lose my nerve and chase him straight inside.

Back at my cabin, I move quickly, pushing the door open and heading for the counter. My phone is exactly where I left it. I scoop it up without even checking it, already imagining the look Jax will give me when I walk back in; half annoyed that I dared to leave him for even a few minutes, half desperate to pin me down and ruin me again.

I can’t wait.

I tug the door shut behind me, twisting the lock. But just as I turn to go, a voice stops me in my tracks.

“Evening.”

My heart sinks just a little as I spot my other neighbor, Miles, standing a few steps down on the porch, hands in his coat pockets and that same easygoing smile on his face.

I might have been hoping it was Jax following after me, unable to wait even ten minutes to have me back in his arms.

I offer a polite smile in return. “Hi, Miles.”

He glances around as if he’s checking we’re alone, then looks back up at me with a tilt of his head. “I’m glad I caught you on your own. I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

Something about the way he says it makes my stomach twist. Like he’s trying to warn me of something.

I nod slowly. “Okay...”

Miles shifts his weight, folding his arms. “You know, Jax doesn’t usually talk to anyone around here. I’ve had my place for almost three years, and he’s never said more than a grunt in passing. Keeps to himself. Always has.”

“I... guess I can see that,” I say cautiously.

He shrugs. “It’s not necessarily a bad thing. But it’s... interesting. A man like him, suddenly playing house with the first pretty little thing who moves in next door?”

My mouth dries.

Miles smiles again, but this time, there’s something off about it. Something that feels too knowing. “I’m not trying to scare you, Tessa. But I figured someone should give you a heads-up. You seem sweet. Young. Maybe new to living on your own.”

He takes a step closer. Not threatening. But still too close.

“And he’s... well, he’s seen things. Done things. Guys like that... reclusive, ex-military guys... they’re not exactly known for being stable.”

I swallow hard.

“I mean, who knows what kind of violence he’s capable of? What kind of damage that kind of man carries around inside?” He lowers his voice. “Just be careful, Tessa. You seem like someone who trusts easily, and I’d hate for you to find out that him using you for a quick fuck could be the least of your worries. Don’t let him turn you into a target.”

Target.

That word lands hard, like a punch to the gut. Because that’s exactly what I was before, wasn’t I?

Michael had found me when I was vulnerable. Alone after Grandma died. Confused about what came next. He’d slipped into my life like he belonged there; offering comfort, attention, warmth I didn’t know how to resist.

He was charming. Polished. Confident. And he was my boss at the internship I’d been excited to land.

Looking back, I see it all now. How calculated it was. How quickly the compliments turned into subtle pressure. How he’d started asking questions about the money. About the house. About what I planned to do with my inheritance.

I thought we were dating. But it turns out I just... had something he wanted. And the humiliation had been even worse when I found out he’d been seeing some other woman for two years before he even met me. He was just trying to get close so he could get his hands on my money.

He never touched me the way Jax does. He never looked at me like I was something he couldn’t live without.

But maybe that’s all part of his trap.

Because Jax didn’t wait long to touch me. Didn’t wait at all, really. He went from being the gruff stranger next door to having me on my back in less than a day.

And maybe... maybe that means he’s using me too. Just for something different.

Michael used me for money. Jax might be using me for sex. And both times, I’ve been stupid enough to let it happen.

I blink hard and look back at Miles, who gives me another one of those sympathetic smiles.

“Anyway,” he says lightly, “just thought you should have all the facts.”

“Thanks,” I say, voice tight. “I appreciate it.”

He gives a nod and walks away, his boots crunching over the path until he disappears around the bend towards his place.

I don’t move. Just stand there, gripping my phone and trying not to spiral.

But the damage is already done.

Jax is nothing like Michael, right? And I’m pretty damn sure he’d never physically hurt me the way Miles said he might.

But... the timing. The intensity. The way he’s sunk his claws in fast and deep. How do I know I’m not letting myself be used a second time?

I need some time to think, but I can’t do that when he’s around. Can’t breathe when he’s touching me. And if I go to his place right now, I know exactly what will happen. There’ll be no conversation. No clarity. No figuring things out.

Just his body on mine. Inside mine. Making me forget.

And if I stay here, then he’ll just come find me. I might be naïve, but I’m not stupid enough to think he won’t make good on his promise of not being able to walk straight tomorrow if he has to hunt me down.

There’s only one thing to do.

I’ll go for a short walk. Just for a few minutes. There’s a little trail behind my cabin that looks pretty quiet and secluded. So long as I don’t wander off the trail, I’ll be able to find my way back easily.

The first few steps are easy. The trees are golden in the fading light, and the air is cool but not cold.

But I lose track of time, and the sun dips faster than I expect. And when I finally pause to turn back...

I realize the trail ended a while back, and now everything looks different. Shadows have grown long and twisted. I don’t recognize the trees anymore.

Panic prickles beneath my skin, and I reach for my phone, hoping the flashlight on it will help me work out where I am.

But the screen stays black, the battery seemingly dead.

Shit.

I’m all alone, and I have no idea where I am.


Chapter Six
Jax


Twenty minutes.

She’s been gone twenty goddamn minutes.

I pace the length of the cabin like a caged animal, boots thudding heavily across the wooden floor. My eyes haven’t left the window once, scanning the trail every few seconds, watching for the sway of her hips and that sweet little smile when she sees me waiting.

But there’s nothing.

Just trees. Shadows. Silence.

I check the time again, jaw clenching so hard it’s a wonder my teeth haven’t cracked. I told her ten minutes. Told her I’d come looking if she wasn’t back.

And now it’s been twenty.

I’ve called her twice. Straight to voicemail both times.

My heart’s pounding. Not just with anger, although yeah, I’m fucking furious with myself for ever letting her out of my sight. But there’s also a cold, gnawing worry that digs deeper every second she’s gone.

The woods are safe. Usually. But she’s not from here. She doesn’t know the way the trees shift when the light fades. Doesn’t know how easy it is to lose your sense of direction the second you step off the path. Doesn’t know what’s out there in the dark.

I shove a hand through my hair and growl under my breath. Enough.

She wanted ten minutes. I gave her double.

That’s all she gets.

I grab the flashlight off the kitchen counter and slip a knife into my pocket just in case. My boots are already on, my muscles wound tight and ready to move.

If she’s lost, I’m going to find her. And if someone touched her?

I’ll fucking bury them.

The trail back to her place feels longer than usual. Every step amps the pounding in my chest, every breath shorter, harsher.

Her cabin’s locked up tight when I get there. No light inside. No movement. The phone still rings to voicemail.

Fuck.

I try the nearest house.

Miles opens the door with a curious look, smug and buttoned-up like he’s headed to a cocktail party instead of living in the woods.

“Seen Tessa?” I bark.

He blinks. “She’s not with you?”

“No.” I step closer. “Have you seen her recently?”

He frowns. “She... yeah, actually. Briefly. She was locking up her cabin, and I assumed she was going to yours.”

“When?”

“Maybe fifteen minutes ago?” He shrugs.

I don’t wait for anything else. I’m already turning, boots chewing up gravel as I stalk into the trees behind her place, flashlight sweeping over bark and brush and endless shadows.

My mind spins worst-case scenarios. Slips, falls, broken ankles. The possibility that she wandered out too far and panicked. The even worse thought... that someone lured her away. That someone hurt her.

And if that’s the case, they’ll die screaming.

I push deeper into the woods, eyes scanning the forest floor, checking for footprints, broken twigs, any sign of movement. I call her name once, twice. The sound of it cuts through the silence like a blade.

“Tessa!”

Nothing.

I check my watch, noting it’s been almost another twenty minutes since I left my own cabin. I push harder. Faster. My boots crunching over dry leaves, the beam of the flashlight slicing through the dark.

Then...

A shape. Small, hunched. Curled up on a fallen log.

I freeze. For a second, I don’t even breathe.

“Tessa.”

Her head lifts. Even in the dim light, I see the moment her eyes lock on mine; wide, glassy with tears.

She stumbles to her feet. And then she runs straight into my arms.

I catch her easily, one arm locking around her waist to lift her feet straight up off the floor, the other cradling her head as she curls up against my chest, her sobs muffled against me.

“I... I got lost,” she hiccups, shaking in my hold. “I didn’t mean to. I just... I needed to think, and it got dark, and my phone battery died...”

“Shhh. I’ve got you, little one. I’ve got you.”

Tessa’s shaking in my arms, that soft little body trembling with the aftershock of panic.

I hold her close, and the world rights itself. The constant pounding in my chest eases, and the tension melts from my muscles.

Well, most of it.

But I still need to know why the fuck she didn’t come straight back to my cabin.

I walk us back to the thick log she was sitting on when I found her. It’s rough and wide enough to hold my weight, so I sit down and pull her into my lap, facing me. I cup her face in my hands, rough palms holding her steady, forcing her to look up at me.

Her eyes are red-rimmed and watery, but I see something else behind them.

Hurt.

“Talk to me,” I growl. “Why did you run away, little one?”

She hesitates, lip trembling, lashes fluttering like she’s trying to hide behind them. But I don’t let her look away. She takes a shuddering breath.

“My... my last relationship,” she says quietly, “it wasn’t real. He was my boss. I was young and stupid and... lonely. He didn’t want me. Not really. He wanted the money my grandparents left me.”

A white-hot pulse of fury hits me square in the chest.

She continues in a whisper. “He already had a long-term girlfriend, and I just didn’t know. He... he made me feel so pathetic. Like the only good thing about me was the inheritance I’d been left. He made it very clear that he would never have given me the time of day without that. When I ended things, he fired me too. Said I brought it on myself.”

I want to rip the fucker apart with my bare hands. Want to make him feel every ounce of pain she’s feeling now.

“It’s like history repeating itself,” she says.

That pulls me out of my murderous thoughts. “What is?”

“You. This.” Her lip trembles. “It happened before. With Michael. And now it’s happening again with you. Maybe Miles was right.”

I stiffen. “Right about what?”

“He said it was interesting that you were all over me as soon as I arrived. That you’re probably taking advantage of me, thinking I’m vulnerable out here alone. Just using me for sex. He even said you might be dangerous, but... I don’t believe that part.”

I’ve heard enough.

“I would never hurt you, Tessa.”

My voice is low and vibrating with the weight of truth and rage. “But I swear to God, I will hurt anyone who even thinks about touching you. Starting with that slick-talking bastard who dared to make you doubt me.”

She stiffens a little in my lap, but I’m not finished yet.

I tilt her face higher, making sure she sees every inch of possession burning in my eyes.

“You listen to me, and you listen good. I didn’t just fuck you, little one. I claimed you. And now I’ll spend the rest of my life proving you’re mine.”

Her breath hitches, eyes darkening.

“I’ll put a ring on your finger. Fill your womb with so many babies you’ll forget what it’s like to walk without waddling. You want forever? I am forever.”

She gasps softly, her thighs clenching around my hips.

“Forever means you wear my name, sleep in my bed, carry my babies, and never, ever doubt that you’re mine.”

I see it in her eyes. A flicker of fear, not of me, but of how much she wants to believe me. How badly she wants to belong.

“You don’t walk away from me. Ever. Not unless you want me to hunt you down and tie you to my damn bed until you remember who you belong to.”

She lets out a small, broken noise that sounds a lot like a moan, and she stares up at me with eyes that have gone completely glassy and wide.

Good.

Because I’m done waiting.

I slide her off my lap and onto her feet, gripping her hips to steady her. Her breathing’s shallow, chest rising and falling fast.

“I’m going to get to work proving it,” I snarl.

And then I spin her around and guide her to her knees, pushing her forward until she’s leaning over the fallen log, her chest pressed against it. She’s panting now, fingers gripping the bark.

I don’t hesitate. I hook my fingers into the waistband of her yoga pants... and rip them down the seam.

Her soft, swollen little cunt is glistening in the moonlight, already dripping.

Good.

Because this time, she won’t have a single doubt that she belongs to me.

And when I’m done with her, every drop of my seed will be buried so deep inside her that there’s no way her body won’t get the message.

She’s mine.

Forever.


Chapter Seven
Tessa


I don’t even know when I stopped breathing. One moment I was in his lap, spilling secrets I swore I’d never tell anyone, and the next... Jax was growling promises that burrowed straight into my bones. Promises of forever. Promises I should doubt given how quickly he’s making them, but I don’t. I can’t. Because somehow, in the deepest, most secret part of me, I know. I know this isn’t reckless. I know this isn’t temporary. It feels inevitable, written into me long before I ever set foot in these woods. Like I was made to find him. Made to be here. Made to be his.

And now, with my chest pressed to rough bark and the feel of the ground shaking as he drops to his knees behind me, I feel it down to my very soul. There’s no turning back. I don’t want to turn back. I want every filthy promise. Every possessive word. Every unrelenting, wild piece of him... even if it ruins me.

The sound of my yoga pants being ripped is deafening in the silence, and then his palm connects with my skin. He doesn’t spank me hard. Just enough for a sting, a gasp, a shudder.

“Don’t you ever run away from me again, little one,” he says, his voice low and thick. “Never again.”

“I won’t,” I breathe.

I can’t. Not when my body craves him the way it does.

Not when my heart’s already his.

His hand smooths over my tender skin. Then he slides two fingers into my pussy, and I let out a sob. It’s not a sob of fear or sadness. It’s relief. It’s need.

He pumps them deep, slow. Teasing.

“Please.”

“Please what?”

“Please fuck me.”

I need him inside me. I need him to claim me, take me, ruin me.

He hums in approval, fingers withdrawing before I hear a rustle of fabric. Then, his cock is nudging my entrance, a hot, insistent pressure.

“Hold on tight, little one,” he growls.

And then he pushes inside, the force of it making me cry out.

It’s raw. Feral. Primal.

He doesn’t tease or go slow. He doesn’t pause or wait.

Instead, he fucks me hard and deep and without restraint, and the sound of it fills the darkness; wet, filthy, obscene.

There’s nothing gentle about this. Nothing soft. No sweetness or tenderness.

But even like this, I feel worshipped. Treasured. Cherished.

He’s not fucking me like an animal. He’s fucking me like I’m his world.

And I take every inch of him, every stroke, every thrust.

He’s brutal, relentless, and so deep he’s hitting the most secret part of me, sending sharp spikes of pleasure and pain shooting through me.

He’s taking, taking, taking...

And I’m giving.

My heart. My body.

All of me.

He groans behind me, the sound raw, like he’s barely restraining himself, his big, calloused hands digging into my hips as he pounds into me.

“That’s it, Tessa,” he snarls. “Take me. Take every fucking inch of me. I’m gonna fuck you so deep that my seed can’t go anywhere but your womb. Gonna fill you up so full you’ll taste me when you swallow.”

His filthy words only spur me on, and I can feel my release barreling closer, an electric, tingling warmth in the pit of my stomach.

“I want it,” I pant. “Want it. Please.”

He curses and moves faster, deeper, hitting a spot so deep inside me that I can’t think, can’t breathe, can’t do anything except feel. It’s too much. God, he’s too big. Too deep. But I never want him to stop. I need him to claim me completely.

And then his thumb brushes over my asshole, the touch so shockingly intimate that it makes my legs shake. He doesn’t stop, circling the puckered hole, applying pressure, threatening...

“One day,” he says, his voice gravel, “I’ll fuck this ass, little one. Make you feel me everywhere. Would you like that?”

“Y-yes,” I whimper, and a shudder runs through my whole body, pleasure building and building. “Oh, God. Yes, please.”

His thumb pushes inside, and the sensation is so shocking that my vision goes white. I’m coming apart. Coming completely undone.

“Jax!”

I scream his name. Scream for him. Only him.

And then I shatter.

My body locks up, and an orgasm tears through me. He doesn’t stop, doesn’t even slow down, fucking me straight through it and beyond, until I’m nothing but a puddle of sensation, my thighs soaked, my skin on fire, the aftershocks of release still zipping through me.

It’s so good. So intense. I’ve never felt anything like this.

“You feel that?” Jax snarls, thrusting into me so hard and fast that I feel it everywhere. “That’s me. No one else. Just me. This pretty little cunt was made for me and me alone. And I’m gonna fill you up, little one. Over and over. Until everyone knows who put that sweet round swell in your belly.”

His voice is a wreck. Gruff, strained. Close.

And his words are even more possessive than his touch, his grip, his relentless, wild, punishing rhythm. Even his thumb remains lodged in my ass, claiming that taboo hole as his own.

“Yes,” I whisper, my throat hoarse. “Yes. Oh, God, please.”

He roars and slams into me one last time, the force of it knocking the breath out of me.

And then I feel him. His cock pulsing. Jerking. And then the hot spill of his release as he fills me to the brim.

There’s no stopping it. The sensation of being marked by him, of having him claim me so thoroughly, is too much. Another orgasm rocks through me, smaller, sharper, a tiny supernova that leaves me gasping, boneless.

He groans and presses a kiss between my shoulder blades. He doesn’t move, not for a long while. I can feel the tension and the urgency melt away, his weight bearing down on me, pinning me in place.

His.

“Fuck,” he whispers. “Jesus Christ, woman. Fuck.”

I don’t answer. I can’t. My tongue’s tied in a million knots, my brain scrambled.

I’ve never been so completely undone before. So ruined.

And now... I just want him to do it all over again.

When he finally pulls away, a cold gust of air hits the slick heat between my legs, and I shudder.

He’s on his feet first, gently pulling me to mine. My muscles are watery, loose, but he catches me easily, scooping me into his arms.

“I’m never letting you out of my sight again,” he says quietly.

I don’t have the strength to protest. Not when his arms are wrapped around me like a steel cage. Not when I feel safe and sated and completely at peace.

So instead, I nuzzle closer and tuck my head under his chin, and let him carry me home.

Our home.

Forever.


Epilogue
Jax


Ten months later:

I used to think I was built for solitude. That’s why I came up here. Away from the noise, away from people, away from anything I could break.

And then Tessa crashed into my world. Sweet, soft, perfect Tessa. My little one.

And now here I am, sitting on the worn leather couch in my cabin, holding our baby girl against my chest like she’s the most precious thing in the whole damn world. Because she is.

She’s so small and helpless, it makes my chest ache. A tuft of soft, dark hair on her head. Tiny pink fingers that wrap around the tip of one of mine like she doesn’t ever want to let go. My hand could swallow her whole, but somehow, I’ve never been gentler with anything in my entire life.

She lets out a tiny sound in her sleep, and I freeze, holding my breath like a predator in the woods. I wait until she settles again before glancing over at Tessa.

She’s curled up in my armchair, legs tucked under her, her hair in a messy bun, smiling at us like her heart might burst.

That smile? That’s mine, too.

“I still can’t believe we made her,” she whispers, her voice soft like she’s afraid to wake the baby.

I grunt, keeping my voice low. “Damn right we did. And she’s perfect.”

Tessa’s lips curve, but her eyes glisten. I know what she’s thinking about. Probably the same thing I am. Everything we survived to get here. Every doubt she ever had about being wanted, about being loved.

She knows better now.

I lower my voice, gaze locking on hers. “You gave me all the things I never knew I wanted, little one. A family. You. Her.” My throat works around the words, and I press my lips to the top of our daughter’s head, breathing her in. “I’d burn this whole fucking mountain to ash if it means keeping my girls safe.”

Tessa laughs quietly, shaking her head. “Jax, you can’t threaten the whole mountain just because...”

“Watch me,” I cut in, letting my free hand rest on her thigh and giving it a squeeze. “Nobody touches my girls. Nobody looks at you. Nobody breathes near her. Anyone tries, and they’re done.”

Tessa sighs, half-exasperated, half... something else. Something soft. “You’re an overprotective caveman.”

“Damn right,” I growl, leaning back against the couch. “This is mine, Tessa. You. Her. This life. No one’s ever taking it from me.”

I shift our daughter in my arms and glance down at her tiny sleeping face, and something wild coils in my chest. The kind of feeling I can’t name, can’t tame.

And before I can stop myself, I’m saying, “One down, little one. Nine more to go.”

Tessa chokes out a laugh, covering her mouth to keep from waking the baby. “Nine?! You’re insane.”

I look up, meeting her gaze dead on, letting her see every ounce of raw, feral truth in me. “Not insane,” I say, voice rough. “Obsessed. You’re giving me a house full of babies, Tessa. I’m keeping you full until the day I die.”

She blushes, bites her lip, and shakes her head like she’s pretending to protest. But I see the way her chest rises faster, the heat in her cheeks. She likes knowing she’s mine. Likes knowing I’ll never stop claiming her.

I bend, press my mouth to our baby’s soft little forehead, then lift my gaze back to Tessa. “I love you,” I say simply, but there’s nothing soft about it. It’s a vow. A promise. A claim.

Her eyes shine. “I love you too, Jax.”

And right here, holding my daughter, looking at my woman, I know one thing with bone-deep certainty.

Forever isn’t going to be long enough.
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Chapter One
Hunter


The bell over the door jingles when I step into Marge’s Diner, the same way it does every damn morning. Same chipped blue paint on the doorframe. Same red leather booths patched with duct tape. Same smell of bacon grease and bad coffee that somehow tastes better than anywhere else.

The only thing different today... is her.

She’s behind the counter, balancing a tray of mugs with both hands, a tiny crease of concentration between her brows. Long hair braided loosely down her back. Big, soft eyes that don’t seem to know where to land. She’s new in town. I would definitely remember if I’d seen her before.

And just like that, something hits me square in the chest.

I’ve spent ten years alone. Ten years of silence in my house after the divorce. Ten years of convincing myself I didn’t need anybody else to make me happy. That nobody else was worth the mess, or the heartbreak, that comes with relationships. But standing here, looking at her, I suddenly know that’s bullshit.

I don’t even know her name yet, but I already know she’s worth the risk.

“Morning, Sheriff,” someone calls behind me, but I barely register it. My buddies, Mike and Tanner, trail in after me, talking about something that happened on shift yesterday, but their voices are muted under the rush of blood pounding in my ears. My boots carry me automatically toward our usual booth, but I can’t stop watching her.

The little name tag pinned to her uniform says Wren. A pretty name for a pretty girl. Far too pretty for this dusty little diner with its sticky counters and buzzing neon lights.

She heads over, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, and her smile is hesitant and shy, her gaze darting all over the place.

“Hi,” she says, glancing up at me through her lashes. “What can I get you?”

I want to say: your number, your heart, your fucking soul, but instead I clear my throat and order a cup of coffee and pancakes. Mike and Tanner both order, and I watch, entranced, as she makes a note in her little notepad.

She nods and turns slightly, ready to go, but I’m not ready to let her. “I haven’t seen you in town before,” I say, keeping my tone casual, even though my chest is tight. “Are you new here?”

Wren hesitates for a second before pasting a polite smile on her face. “I moved here a couple of weeks ago, but it’s my first day here at the diner.”

“Where are you from?”

Her gaze drops to the notepad in her hand, lashes brushing her cheeks as she scribbles something. “A little bit of everywhere, I guess.”

She’s being vague. Purposefully so. And that only makes me want to dig deeper.

“Have you got family here?”

“No,” she says, polite but firm. “I just... needed a change of scenery.”

Before I can push even more, though, she smiles faintly and gestures towards the kitchen. “I should get these orders in. Marge won’t like it if I starve our customers.”

She lets out a little laugh that makes my heart clench.

God, she’s gorgeous.

It’s not just the thick brown hair and big hazel eyes. Or the soft curves of her body and the sweet pink lips I can’t stop staring at. It’s something else. Something deeper. A sweetness, an honesty, a spark of life that makes me feel like a moth drawn to a flame.

I nod, even though every cell in my body screams to keep her standing here longer. “Alright, little bird.”

Her eyes dart up at the nickname, like she’s not sure she heard me right, but she doesn’t comment. Just gives the smallest nod and walks off, disappearing behind the counter.

Mike’s snickering the second she’s out of earshot. “Holy hell, Hunter. You gonna interrogate the poor girl or ask her on a date?"

“Shut up,” I mutter, leaning back in the booth, but my gaze is locked on where Wren is talking to Marge behind the counter.

Tanner grins, nudging me with his elbow. “Man, you were looking at her like you already picked out the wedding venue.”

“Knock it off,” I growl, dragging a hand over my jaw.

Mike smirks. “Oh, come on. She’s pretty. We get it. You gonna finally break that decade-long dry spell?”

I don’t look at them. My focus stays on Wren, watching the way Marge gestures at the coffee machines and Wren nods along, biting her lip as she listens.

I know they’re just teasing, but the words are out before I can stop them.

“She’s gonna be my wife one day.”

There’s a beat of silence, and then Tanner barks out a laugh. “Jesus Christ, Hunter. You don’t know a thing about her.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Mike shakes his head, still grinning. “Alright, alright. Just don’t scare her off with that caveman act, Sheriff.”

But their voices fade into background noise, because I can’t stop watching Wren. The way she moves, graceful but hesitant. The way Marge pats her arm before shooing her off towards another table. The way she smiles faintly at something a customer says, nodding her head.

I can’t tear my eyes off her.

Then I notice her gaze keeps flicking back to me, too. Not often, not obvious, but every so often, when she thinks I’m not looking, her eyes find me. And when I catch her and our stares lock for those brief, weighted seconds, her cheeks flush the prettiest shade of pink before she looks away again.

She’s shy, but she sees me, too.

Christ, she’s too young for me. Early twenties, tops. Half my age, probably. I should be keeping my distance. But there’s already a part of me that wants to claim her. To pull her into my arms and hold her so tightly she’ll never doubt how badly I want her.

She drifts closer again, a tray balanced carefully in her hands, and I straighten instinctively as she reaches our table. She sets down Tanner’s plate, then Mike’s, then grabs for mine.

As she lifts the plate, it taps a mug sitting on the tray, tipping it over and sending hot coffee spilling across the table.

“Damn it...” she mutters, putting the tray down on a nearby empty table so she can scramble for napkins, panic flashing in her eyes.

I grab a stack of napkins, too, reaching out to help. “Hey,” I say, keeping my tone low, steady, calm. “It’s fine. Just an accident.”

We mop up the mess together, my hand brushing against hers in the process. It’s just a passing, innocent touch, but it’s enough to knock the breath right out of me.

And I’m not imagining it either. I hear the tiny, soft catch of her breath. See the way her fingers freeze for a fraction of a second before she pulls back like she touched something dangerous.

I want to reach out, wrap my hand around hers, keep it there. I want to feel her skin against mine, test the softness of her palm, trace the delicate bones of her wrist with my thumb.

But I don’t. Not yet. It’s her first day in a new job, and the last thing I want is her getting in trouble because I can’t control myself.

Wren sets my plate down carefully, like she’s double-checking her every move now, and I give her a nod meant to be reassuring. She swallows, murmurs a soft “Thank you,” and tucks the tray against her hip.

“I’ll bring you another coffee,” she says quietly, and disappears before I can reply.

I sit back, jaw clenched, trying to reel myself in before I do something stupid. Like pulling her down into this booth and making her stay here until she knows exactly who she belongs to.

“Jesus,” Tanner mutters under his breath, shaking his head. “Never seen you like this, Hunter. Woman’s got you acting like a damn teenager.”

I ignore him. Again.

Wren is at the counter now, working the coffee pot with careful precision. And I can’t help the thoughts that pop into my head, uninvited and impossible to shake.

I want to wake up next to that woman every day for the rest of my life. I want her belly rounded with my baby. I want her to belong to me, completely and irrevocably.

It doesn’t matter that I just met her. It doesn’t matter if it’s crazy. I know it, and the knowledge settles in my bones with a certainty that’s as familiar as it is foreign.

She’s the one.

My thoughts are interrupted when Marge herself storms over, wiping her hands on her apron. She leans one palm against the table, hip cocked, and levels me with the same look she’s been using since I was sixteen and caught stealing pie from her cooling racks out back.

“Hunter Nash,” she says, her voice low and sharp. “You’d better not be bothering my new waitress.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Marge, I...”

“I mean it,” she cuts in, pointing a flour-dusted finger at me. “That girl’s skittish as a baby deer, and I’ve got exactly one set of hands this morning. If you go scaring her off, you’ll be cooking your own damn pancakes for the rest of your life.”

I let a slow grin tug at my mouth, leaning back in the booth. “Relax, Marge. I’m not bothering her.”

Her eyes narrow like she’s deciding whether she believes me or not.

“She’s not going anywhere,” I add. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

Marge blinks, reading more into the statement than I say aloud, and shakes her head, muttering something under her breath before walking away.

I watch her go, then glance back to where Wren is carefully topping off my replacement coffee. My hand tightens around my fork.

Yeah, she’s not going anywhere.

And neither am I.


Chapter Two
Wren


The bell above the diner door jingles as I slide silverware into a holder behind the counter, the cheerful sound making my chest squeeze. Marge told me yesterday that the sheriff and his two deputies come in every morning before their shift, so I know it’s only a matter of time before Hunter Nash walks through that door.

And I shouldn’t be this keyed up about it. But my stomach does a nervous little flip every time I think about those dark, steady eyes locking on me again.

I’ve never had someone look at me the way he did yesterday. Like I was the only person in the room. Like there was nowhere else he’d rather be than staring at me, making my skin prickle and my chest warm.

I swallow, pushing the thought away as I finish stacking napkins, because there are bigger things to worry about than a dangerously handsome sheriff who seems far too interested in me.

Like the car.

That damn black car.

I’ve been telling myself for days that it’s nothing. That I’m imagining things. That small towns mean you’re bound to run into the same people more than once. But my gut won’t stop twisting, because every time I’ve seen that car, the same man has always been sitting inside it, just watching me.

Outside the grocery store. Outside the salon when I got my hair done. Even parked across the street from this diner yesterday, like he wanted me to know he was there.

And this morning, when I stepped out of the little rental house I’ve been staying in... he was there too.

Engine running. Windows rolled halfway down. Eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses.

I didn’t recognize him, but there’s only one thing that can be going on. My past is reaching out for me, inch by inch, and now it knows where I live...

I shove the thought away, forcing my breathing to steady, because panicking won’t help me right now.

The bell jingles again, louder this time, and when I glance up, my breath catches for an entirely different reason.

Hunter Nash steps inside, filling the doorway like he owns the place, his two deputies trailing behind him. He’s dressed in his uniform again today. Dark jeans, worn boots, and a fitted sheriff’s shirt that strains faintly across his broad chest. The badge glints under the overhead lights, and something deep in my stomach tightens, low and hot, in a way I’ve never felt before.

I’m still staring when his gaze finds mine, and the impact nearly knocks the air out of me. It’s too much. Too intense. Like standing too close to a fire you know will burn you, but you can’t bring yourself to step away.

I force my legs to move, picking up my notepad and tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear as I make my way to their usual booth.

“Morning,” I manage, grateful my voice sounds steady even though my heart is racing.

“Morning, Wren,” Hunter says, his voice deep and rough, curling around my name like he’s savoring it. The sound hits me low in my stomach, and I suddenly feel far too warm under my thin uniform.

I scribble down his friends’ orders first, pretending not to feel his eyes on me the whole time.

“Everything okay?” he asks, his voice pitched low, just for me. “You look pale today.”

I flinch, caught slightly off guard. “Yeah,” I say quickly. Too quickly.

His brows draw together, just the faintest furrow, like he doesn’t believe me.

I paste on what I hope is a casual smile. “Your usual?”

He studies me for a beat longer, like he’s peeling back layers I’m trying to keep hidden, but finally nods once. “Yeah. The same as yesterday, please.”

“Okay,” I whisper, jotting it down before turning on my heel and heading straight for the safety of the counter.

I give their order to the cook, my fingers still shaking as I write the last item down. I try not to think about the way Hunter’s voice wrapped around me like a blanket, or how he saw straight through my “I’m fine.”

Just breathe, Wren. Smile. Work. Focus.

Marge pops her head around the corner, her wild gray curls barely contained under a bandana. “Sweetheart, the table by the window just cleared out. Can you give it a quick wipe?”

“Sure,” I say, grateful for the distraction. I grab the spray bottle and a cloth from the clearing station and make my way to the empty booth. The morning sun streams through the glass, warming my skin, and for just a second, the world feels calm again.

Until it isn’t.

My eyes flick to the parking lot out of habit, and that’s when I see it. The black car.

My stomach drops.

It’s pulled into a space near the edge of the lot, angled just enough that I can’t see the driver through the glare on the windshield. But that doesn’t matter. I already know it’s the same guy from outside my house earlier.

I freeze mid-wipe, the rag limp in my hand. My mouth goes dry.

He just sits there. No movement. No engine noise. No reason to be here at all.

“Wren?”

The sound of my name causes me to shriek, spinning around so fast that I nearly drop the spray bottle. Hunter is standing right behind me, close enough that I feel the heat rolling off his body. His brows are drawn tight, concern etched into every hard, perfect line of his face.

“I’m sorry,” I gasp, pressing a hand to my chest. “I didn’t hear you come over.”

His eyes dart past me towards the window. “What’s wrong? You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

“I...” My throat feels tight. “It’s nothing. I’m just a little jumpy, I guess.”

That’s a lie, and I think he knows it. His gaze sharpens, moving once more to the parking lot.

“What’s going on? Is it something to do with that car?”

Before I can answer, Marge comes barreling out from the back, her eyes wide. “Is everything okay out here?”

“She got spooked,” Hunter says, keeping his eyes on me. “Wren, tell us what’s going on.”

I hesitate, then glance back at the parking lot just in time to see the car reverse slowly out of its spot and drive away, disappearing around the corner.

“There’s been a car,” I whisper. “The black one that just left the parking lot. I’ve seen it a few times over the last couple of days, in different places. But this morning... it was outside my house.”

Marge sucks in a breath.

Hunter’s jaw clenches.

“Where exactly have you seen it before?” he asks. His voice is still calm, but there’s something dangerous beneath it now. Like the quiet before a storm.

“Grocery store. Hair salon. Here, a few times over the last couple of days. And outside my home. That’s it, I think.”

“Did you recognize the driver?”

“No,” I say truthfully. “But... it’s the same man. Always alone. Just sits and watches. He never gets out of the car.”

He nods. “And do you have any idea why someone might be following you?”

That question lands like a rock in my stomach.

Do I?

Yes. Probably.

Do I want to talk about it?

Absolutely not.

“I don’t know,” I lie, trying to keep my voice even. “Maybe I’m just imagining it.”

Hunter’s expression hardens, but his voice stays gentle. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this, Wren. No one is going to hurt you. Not on my watch.

The way he says it with such certainty, like it’s already been decided, makes something sharp and painful twist inside me. Because I believe him.

And I hate that I’m still lying to him anyway.

Marge clears her throat. “We’ve got cameras out front, Hunter. They’re old, but they’ll show the lot. You want to take a look? We might be able to get a look at his plates.”

“Absolutely,” Hunter says, nodding. He looks at me again. “I’ll find out who he is, Wren. Until then, either me or one of my men will be with you. Okay?”

My eyes widen. “Oh, I... no, that’s really not necessary, I...”

“Yes,” he says firmly, cutting me off. “It is.”

I open my mouth, ready to argue, but he just gives me a look. A look that says I’m not changing his mind, and no amount of arguing is going to help.

“Okay,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Thank you.”

Hunter’s expression softens. His big hand moves up, reaching out for my shoulder, but then he catches himself. He pulls back, shoving his hands in his pockets instead, and jerks his head toward the kitchen.

“Come on. Let’s see if we can get an ID on this guy.”

I nod, my heart hammering against my ribs, and follow him and Marge into the back.


Chapter Three
Hunter


When I enter the diner again, the familiar hum of voices greets me. It’s later than I’d like, and the sky outside is already bleeding into shades of dusky gold. The thought of Wren walking home alone tonight makes my chest tighten.

Not happening. Not while I’m breathing.

I scan the booths until I find Mike, exactly where I left him this morning. My deputy’s slouched back against the vinyl seat, a half-empty mug of coffee in front of him. He looks up as I approach, raising one brow like he’s been expecting me.

I slide into the booth across from him. “Anything?”

“Yeah,” he deadpans, leaning back. “A waitress dropped a fork around noon. Real high-tension situation. Almost had to call for backup.”

I ignore him and rest my forearms on the table, narrowing my eyes. “Mike.”

He sighs, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “No, Hunter. Nothing’s happened. No suspicious cars, no shady guys lurking around, and definitely no reason for the four phone calls you made to ‘check in.’” He does little air quotes around the words, his smirk sharp. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think the big bad sheriff is in love.”

I let the jab roll off, my jaw working as I glance towards the counter where Wren’s taking an order.

“Did you find out anything about the car?” he asks.

I nod once, my voice low. “Ran the plates, and it’s registered to a private investigator out of Chicago.”

Mike whistles under his breath. “Chicago. That’s a long way from here. You think someone hired him to follow her?”

“Yeah,” I mutter, leaning back inside the booth, my mind working through the angles. “That’s not some random drifter parking outside her house. Someone paid him to track her down. The question is... who, and why?”

Mike shrugs. “Could be family stuff. Could be money. Could be... something else.”

I stare out the window, jaw tight, almost wishing the car would arrive again just so I can go out and demand answers from the guy. “Whatever it is, she came here thinking this place was safe. And now someone’s dragged that trouble right into my backyard.”

I glance towards Wren, catching the tail end of her laugh as Marge says something to her. The sound is soft, sweet... fragile. As if my attention is enough to draw her gaze over to our table, her eyes lock on mine.

She says something to the older woman and then approaches the booth, her small hands folded in front of her. “Hey,” she says softly, looking between the two of us. “My shift is over.”

I nod, sliding out of the booth. “Let’s get you home.”

She hesitates for half a second, her gaze darting briefly towards the window before she gives me a small nod. I don’t miss the way her shoulders drop just a little when I fall into step beside her.

Outside, the parking lot is quiet, shadows stretching long under the fading light. I scan the rows automatically, my hand resting on the small of her back as we walk towards my truck. It’s casual enough not to scare her off, but the urge to keep her tethered to me burns like a live wire under my skin.

We climb inside, and the silence settles between us like a blanket as I start the engine. She gives me her address as she buckles her seatbelt, then she turns her head slightly towards the window, her profile delicate against the dusky glow outside.

I should focus on the road. I try to. But every part of me is aware of her.

The faint floral scent clinging to her skin wraps around me, subtle but inescapable. Each time I reach for the gearshift, my arm brushes close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her thigh, and it’s like an electric current straight to my chest. My fingers tighten around the steering wheel until my knuckles ache.

She’s right there. Inches away. And my whole damn body aches with desire for her.

But that’s not my priority right now. I must protect her. Keep her safe. That’s more important than anything else.

I drag in a deep breath, forcing the feral part of me back into its cage. My jaw locks, my chest tight, and I keep my eyes fixed on the road as the truck fills with the soft hum of the engine and her quiet breathing.

I pull up outside her little cabin, the headlights washing pale gold across the porch before I kill the engine. The silence that follows is thick, heavier than it should be, and when she reaches for the door handle, my hand moves on its own.

I grab her wrist, holding her gently in place. “Wait. I’m staying outside your place tonight. If that car shows up again, I’ll be right here.”

Her brows lift slightly, like she wants to protest, but I shake my head before she can. “It’s not up for debate. I’m the sheriff here, and I will do whatever I need to do to keep you safe. But before you go inside...” I hesitate, watching her closely while I brush my thumb against her wrist in a soothing motion. “Do you know anyone in Chicago?”

The way the color drains from her face is instant, like I just flipped a switch inside her. Her knuckles tighten in her lap, twisting at the hem of her sweater, and that’s all the answer I need.

“You do,” I murmur, voice low, a little rougher than I intend. “Wren, who...”

She exhales shakily, cutting me off. “Can I... can I tell you inside?” Her voice is soft, but there’s a thread of exhaustion there, like she’s been carrying too much for too long.

I study her for a beat, jaw tight, weighing my options. I could sit out here, make her talk now. But she’s spooked, and she needs to feel safe if I want the truth out of her.

“Yeah,” I say finally, reluctantly letting go of her and reaching for my door handle. “Let’s go inside.”

She leads the way up the short path and unlocks the door, the soft creak of old hinges following us inside. The cabin is small and cozy with mismatched furniture, warm lamplight, and faint hints of cinnamon lingering in the air. She gestures towards the living room, and I choose the armchair beside the window, close enough to keep my eyes on the outside while we talk. Wren curls up in the chair opposite me, drawing her legs underneath her like she’s trying to make herself smaller.

I lean forward, forearms resting on my knees, my voice low and steady. “Alright, little bird. Let’s try again. Who do you know in Chicago?”

She hesitates, biting her lip, and then finally, she lets out a shaky sigh. “That’s where I’m from. My family is still there.”

I stay quiet, giving her space.

She twists her fingers together, gaze dropping to her hands in her lap as she begins to talk. “My dad... he arranged for me to get married,” she says finally, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It was to the son of one of his business partners. Elliott.” She swallows, shaking her head faintly. “I never... I never really wanted it. I had my doubts, but my parents were so persuasive, and it felt like... like I didn’t have a choice.”

I grit my teeth but keep still, letting her go on.

“Six months ago, when I turned twenty-one, I moved in with Elliott while we planned the wedding. Before that, he seemed fine. Nice enough. I thought...” She laughs, but the sound is hollow, humorless. “I thought maybe it would be okay. That I’d learn to be happy.”

Her voice falters, but she pushes forward. “But the second I was living under his roof, everything changed. He was... controlling. He wouldn’t let me see my friends. Demanded to read my texts, saying he needed to make sure I wasn’t talking to other men. He didn’t let me work, but didn’t give me any money of my own. I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without his permission.”

My hands curl into fists against my knees. I want to run out of here, hunt the fucker down, and tear him limb from limb. But I stay silent, listening.

She draws in a shaky breath. “One day, I called my dad and told him Elliott was too controlling, and that I didn’t want to marry him anymore.” Her eyes glimmer with unshed tears now, and her voice drops to a whisper. “Dad said I was overreacting. That it was normal for a man to be protective of his fiancée.”

I swear under my breath, low and vicious, but she keeps going, as if she doesn’t hear me.

“That night... my dad told Elliott what I’d said.” Her shoulders tremble, and her voice cracks as she pushes through her story. “Elliott was so mad. I thought... I thought he was going to hit me.” A single tear spills down her cheek, and her voice breaks on the next words. “He didn’t. But he screamed at me for an hour. Told me how lucky I was, how grateful I should be that someone like him even wanted me.”

That’s it. That’s the moment I move.

I reach across and take hold of her hand, tugging it firmly enough that she has no choice but to follow. She rises up, and I pull her onto my lap, cradling her against my chest, one hand cupping the back of her head. She buries her face against my neck, and her tears stain the collar of my shirt, but she doesn’t stop.

“That was the night I knew... nobody was going to look out for me. Not my dad, not anyone. I had to take care of myself.” She tips her head back, meeting my eyes through her lashes. “I ran a few days later, when Elliott left the house long enough for me to get away.”

I brush my thumb over her cheek, wiping away the tear there, and tilt her chin so she has to look at me. “You don’t have to take care of yourself anymore, little bird,” I say, voice firm. “You’ve got me now. And I promise you that I won’t let him get anywhere near you. I would kill him before I let that happen.”

Her lips part, her breath catching softly, and I can feel the air shift around us. The weight of everything we’re not saying settles between us, charged and electric, sparking against my skin.

I should let her go. I should. But she leans in first, tentative and soft, the barest brush of her lips against mine.

And that’s all it takes for the restraint I’ve been clinging to since the moment I saw her to snap clean in half.

I crush my mouth to hers, pouring every ounce of frustration, longing, and need into the kiss. Her soft gasp sends heat tearing through my veins, and I feel her melt into me, her fingers curling in my shirt like she’s been waiting for this just as much as I have.

This is wrong. It’s messy and hungry and inevitable.

But it’s only the beginning.


Chapter Four
Wren


Hunter’s lips are still on mine when my mind finally catches up with my body. The kiss started softly, like he was giving me a chance to pull away if I wanted to. But I don’t want to. Not even a little. My fingers curl in his shirt, pulling him closer, and when he groans into my mouth, the sound sends a shiver down my spine.

I’ve never been kissed like this. Like I’m something precious. Like someone might break if they don’t get close enough.

And maybe I am breaking, but not in the way Elliott broke me. This feels different. This feels like coming back together, like finding pieces of myself I didn’t know I’d lost.

I pull back just enough to breathe, my forehead resting against his, and the words slip out before I can think better of them.

“I want you, Hunter.”

Hunter freezes. His breath is ragged, his chest rising and falling fast, but his gaze locks with mine like he’s searching for any trace of hesitation.

“Wren,” he rasps, voice hoarse, “don’t... don’t say that unless you mean it.”

I do. God, I do.

I swallow hard and shift on his lap, letting him feel the truth between us. The hard ridge of his cock presses against me, and Hunter groans. His fingers curl tighter in my hair, pulling me closer, and the low, animal sound from his throat sends sparks skittering along my skin.

“I do mean it,” I whisper. “All my life, I’ve had other people making my choices for me. First my father, and then Elliott. But right now... with my very first choice... I’m choosing you.”

“Christ, little bird,” he breathes, cupping my face like I might vanish if he lets go. “You have no idea what you’re asking for.”

I meet his gaze steadily, my voice soft but sure. “Then show me.”

For a long charged second, neither of us moves. Then he mutters a curse under his breath and kisses me again, rougher this time, like something inside him just broke free. His big hands skim down my sides, his touch gentle despite the ferocity in his kiss.

My heart pounds so hard I feel it in my throat. I’ve never done this before. But there’s no fear. Not with him.

And then he pulls back, just barely, his forehead pressed to mine as his breathing grows heavier.

“You understand what happens if I start this, Wren,” he says, voice low and edged with steel. “I’m not built to love you softly. I’ll want all of you. I’ll take all of you.”

I nod without hesitation. “I know. I want that, Hunter. I want to be yours.”

His jaw ticks, his grip tightening on my hips. “And If I get inside you...” His breath catches, and his voice drops even lower, rougher. “.... I won’t be able to pull out.”

I don’t even think before I answer. “Good.”

For a heartbeat, there’s silence. Then he growls low in his chest, like something primal just took over, and presses his mouth to my ear.

“You want me to breed you, little bird?” His voice is hoarse, wrecked, almost unrecognizable. “Fill you so deep no one will ever doubt who you belong to?”

“Yes,” I breathe, barely getting the word out. “Make me yours. Please.”

A rough growl escapes his lips. He grabs the backs of my thighs, pulling me closer, and lifts me as he stands. I gasp, wrapping my arms around his neck as he carries me, his lips finding mine again in the darkness.

I have no idea how he manages it, but we reach the bedroom without falling, and he drops me down on the bed. I scramble backwards, making room, and Hunter crawls over me. He reaches for the lamp beside the bed, bathing the room in warm light, and his dark eyes find mine as he kneels above me.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this.” His voice is raw, edged with hunger and longing, and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.

I reach for him, running my hands up his strong arms and over his chest, pulling him closer. His hands move down, working open the buttons on my uniform and pushing it off my shoulders. My bra follows, and the cold air tightens my nipples, drawing another groan from him.

Hunter lowers his mouth to my breasts, and I moan at the first flick of his tongue. I run my fingers through his hair, holding him close, and arch into his mouth as he kisses and nips his way down my chest.

He makes quick work of the rest of my clothes, peeling them off and leaving me bare beneath him. He pulls back just long enough to drag his own shirt over his head, and when his gaze fixes on mine, the intensity in his eyes almost makes me squirm.

“Do you have any idea how fucking beautiful you are, Wren?” He leans down, pressing his lips to my neck, his voice a low rumble against my skin. “The first time I saw you, you took my breath away. You’re perfect. So goddamn beautiful.”

I whimper, clutching at his back. “Hunter, please.”

“Shhh, I’ve got you,” he murmurs, nipping at the sensitive skin below my ear. His hand slides between us, cupping my breast, his thumb teasing my nipple as his lips trail lower. “Just relax, little bird. I’m going to take care of you. Make you come harder than your ex-fiancé ever did. By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll forget what it was ever like to have him inside you.”

His words are a jolt of pure heat straight to my core, and I gasp. He trails his lips lower, down my neck, between the valley of my breasts.

“Hunter,” I whimper, arching my back as I offer myself up to him. “Elliott never... we didn’t...”

He stops, lifting his head. His gaze is sharp, searching.

“Little bird, are you telling me you’re a virgin?”

I bite my lip and nod my head. “It was important to Elliott that I was still pure when we got married. So we never had sex.”

His nostrils flare, his eyes wide. “Fuck.” He swears under his breath, then he’s kissing me again, his big hands gripping my waist as he grinds against me, his mouth hot and urgent. His pants separate us, but I can still feel the outline of him, thick and heavy, and it makes me ache with longing.

“You’re mine now, little bird. Every breath. Every whimper. Every inch of this sweet body belongs to me. You understand?”

“Yes,” I gasp, clinging to his shoulders.

He kisses me hard, his teeth catching my bottom lip. “Say it, Wren. Tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours, Hunter,” I whisper, the words trembling with anticipation. “I belong to you.”

His low, animal sound vibrates through me, and he presses a kiss to my jaw. Then my neck. Then the valley between my breasts.

When his mouth closes over my nipple, I moan; the sensation so intense, so good. He rolls the other between his thumb and forefinger, pinching just hard enough to make me squirm, and the wet heat of his mouth and tongue are driving me crazy.

He kisses lower, nipping at the soft curve of my stomach. “Spread your legs for me, little bird. I want to taste that sweet pussy.”

“Oh,” I whisper, doing as he asks. He slides lower, hooking his hands around my thighs and spreading me wide.

“So fucking gorgeous,” he growls, his breath hot against my core. His thumb brushes over the soft curls there, then further, parting me. He runs the pad of his thumb through the slick heat there, and when he touches the most sensitive part of me, I can’t hold back the low cry that escapes my lips.

“You like that, baby? You like it when I touch your clit?”

“Yes,” I gasp, hips jerking.

He does it again, slow, deliberate circles that drive me higher and higher, his eyes locked on mine. “God, Wren. You’re already so wet for me. Your pussy’s just dripping. It’s like it knows exactly who it belongs to.”

My breath catches in my throat. I’ve never heard a man talk to me like this before. Never felt anything like this.

“Please, Hunter.” My fingers curl in his hair, urging him closer. “I want more.”

He hums, kissing the soft skin of my inner thigh. “Anything for you, little bird.”

His mouth finds my pussy, and I cry out. The sensation is overwhelming, and when his tongue strokes over my clit, pleasure sparks and crackles along every nerve. He sucks and licks and strokes until my whole body is shaking, and he slips two fingers inside me, groaning against my core as I clench tight around him.

“Hunter,” I moan, my voice barely recognizable. I’ve never felt like this. Never known a touch like this. It’s almost too much, the sensation so intense that it’s bordering on painful, and the pressure inside me is building to something impossible.

“That’s it, Wren.” He growls against me, fucking me deeper, faster. “Come on my fingers. Soak my face. Let me hear you scream for me.”

“Oh God,” I whimper, the pleasure spiking so sharp that my whole body trembles. “Oh God, Hunter, I think... oh fuck, I think...”

My voice breaks, a ragged moan escaping as the tension shatters. The orgasm hits like a shockwave, tearing through me, and I writhe and squirm against the mattress, overwhelmed and gasping for breath.

“Christ,” Hunter growls, lifting his head. His lips and chin are shiny with my wetness, and he wipes his mouth roughly with the back of his hand, his dark eyes burning. “I’ll never get tired of watching you come, little bird. Never. Not as long as I fucking live.”

I whimper, still dazed and breathing hard, and he sits up, reaching for the button on his jeans. I watch through hooded eyes as he climbs off the bed and shoves them down, taking his boxers with them, and my heart leaps at the sight of him.

He’s huge. Long and thick and so hard the veins stand out beneath the smooth skin. I swallow, the desire for him flooding through me so suddenly that it’s almost terrifying.

He crawls over me again, settling between my legs, and the feel of his skin against mine sends goosebumps skittering over my flesh.

“Is this still what you want?” He brushes my hair away from my face, searching my gaze, and his voice is so tender, it makes my chest ache.

“Yes,” I whisper. “I want it all. Everything.”

He nods, his hand dropping between us. “You want me to take your virginity, little bird?”

“Please.”

“And when I come inside you, you want me to fill that sweet cunt up with every drop, don’t you?”

“God, yes, Hunter. I want all of you. Every bit.”

He grunts, the sound animal and fierce, and he wraps his fingers around his cock, nudging against my entrance. He pushes in slowly, letting me feel him, and when the tip slides inside, my breath catches in my throat.

“So goddamn tight.” He grits his teeth, pushing deeper, his gaze locked on mine. “Christ, little bird. You’re like a vice around my cock. I’m going to fuck you so hard, you’ll feel me for days.”

I whimper, digging my fingernails into his back. “Please.”

He pulls out, then thrusts in again, deeper this time. He repeats the motion, and I can feel myself stretching to fit him, my breath coming in short, desperate pants.

“You feel that, Wren? That’s your body learning who it belongs to. Every part of you is mine now. No one else will ever have you.”

“Hunter,” I moan, tilting my head back as he drives into me. It hurts, but the pain is distant, fading beneath the pleasure, and when he thrusts in again, burying himself deeper, my entire body sings.

He’s right. My body does know.

It knows exactly who it belongs to.

He picks up the pace, fucking me faster, harder. My pussy’s slick with my own juices, and I can hear the filthy sound of our bodies slapping together as he plunges deep, again and again, driving me closer and closer to the edge.

“That’s it,” he rasps, his voice rough and strained. “You like the feel of my big cock inside you, little bird? You like how I’m fucking you?”

“Yes,” I breathe. “Don’t stop. Please.”

“I won’t. Not until you’ve come on my cock. Not until your sweet pussy’s milked every last drop from me.”

He slides his hands under me, cupping my ass and changing the angle. Pleasure sparks, and the tension starts to build inside me, hot and heavy. He keeps going, and the next thrust hits even deeper, hitting something inside that makes stars explode behind my eyes.

“Hunter.” His name falls from my lips like a prayer.

He drops his mouth to mine, his voice low and ragged. “You’re gonna come for me, aren’t you, Wren?”

I whimper. My whole body’s coiled tight, the pleasure spiking and pulsing, and the pressure is building inside me until I can barely stand it.

“That’s right,” he growls. “Let go, little bird. Come for me.”

His words are my undoing. They tip me over the edge, and I cling to him as the orgasm crashes through me, white-hot and blinding. My pussy clenches tight around him, and I can feel the answering pulse of his cock. He curses, low and hoarse, and his movements grow rougher.

“Fuck,” he grunts, his face buried in my neck, his voice strained. “I’m gonna come, Wren. You want that, don’t you? You want me to come inside you?”

“Yes,” I moan, raking my nails down his back. “Come for me, Hunter. Please.”

He thrusts deep, groaning, and when he comes, the hot flood of his release fills me. He shudders, emptying himself inside me, and the feeling is so intimate, so raw, that tears well in my eyes.

He presses his forehead to mine, his chest heaving, and his gaze is heavy and languid as he looks down at me.

“Are you alright?” he whispers.

I nod. My limbs are shaky, but there’s no pain, and the only thing I feel is the lingering tingles of pleasure.

“Good.” His lips find mine, and he kisses me, slow and lazy. Then he pulls back and shifts us, rolling onto his back and dragging me with him. I settle against his chest, my cheek pressed to his shoulder, and close my eyes.

“You’re safe now, Wren. You’re home. Right here with me. Nothing will ever hurt you again.”

I nod, my throat too thick to speak, and press closer.

It feels so right, like we’re two puzzle pieces slotted together, and I’m so tired. Tired of running. Tired of being scared.

I’ve finally found the place I’m meant to be.

Here, in Hunter’s arms.


Chapter Five
Hunter


She’s mine now.

Every slow step down the hallway, every second of her warmth tucked against my side as we head for the stairs, it pounds louder in my chest than my own heartbeat.

Mine.

And I can’t stop touching her. Don’t want to. One hand stays curled around her waist like a brand, the other sliding up her spine, fisting gently in the soft fabric of her shirt. I hate that she’s already dressed for work, hiding the creamy pale skin of her body beneath her uniform. She should still be naked, under me, moaning my name breathlessly as I fill her with another load of my seed.

“Hunter,” she laughs softly, breathless, as I tug her to a stop halfway down the stairs.

“I need to kiss you again,” I growl.

“You’re insatiable,” she says, even as she tilts her head up in offering, her lips parting in anticipation.

I press her back into the wall, hard enough that she gasps, but not enough to hurt. My hand curls around the side of her throat, thumb grazing the delicate angle of her jaw as my mouth crashes into hers.

She tastes like forever.

Her fingers grip my shirt, curling into the cotton. I feel her melt for me, just like she did last night. Just like she will every damn day I’m lucky enough to have her in my arms.

When I break the kiss, it’s only to murmur against her lips, “You’re mine now, Wren. Do you get that?”

She nods, wide-eyed.

I rest my forehead against hers, breathing her in, already half hard again from the fucking scent of her. I know I should be letting her eat breakfast. I should be helping her get ready for work, keeping her safe, staying focused.

But all I can think about is how she looked last night, trembling under me, begging me to breed her.

“You have no idea what it does to me,” I growl, letting my hand slip down to her belly. “Knowing I might have already knocked you up. Knowing there could be a baby starting to grow right here in your womb. My baby.”

Her breath hitches and her eyes flutter closed, as if the words hit her the same way they slam through me. Sharp and deep and addictive.

“You’re gonna be so full of me, little bird,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to her cheek, her jaw, her ear. “So fucking full. Round and glowing and waddling around town wearing my ring and carrying my name.”

She lets out the softest, neediest sound, and I swallow it with another kiss.

God help me, I could spend all day right here. Pressed against her. Drowning in her.

But I force myself to pull back, just enough to look at her. “We need to get moving,” I say, my voice rough with restraint. “But you better believe, Wren... this town’s about to learn real fast that you belong to me.”

She blushes, but her smile is radiant.

I steal one more kiss before taking her hand and guiding her down the rest of the stairs.

But the second we reach the bottom, I freeze.

There, sitting on the floor just inside the door, is a plain white envelope.

It wasn’t there last night. Wasn’t there when I came downstairs late at night to double-check nobody was outside and to lock up. Which means someone came right up to the damn door while we were sleeping.

My instincts roar to life.

Wren’s hand tightens in mine. “What’s that?”

I crouch down and pick it up. No name. No postage. Just a single envelope, sealed with a strip of tape.

I open it.

There’s a photo inside. It’s grainy, but clear enough to see exactly what it is. Me, sitting in that armchair by the window. Wren curled up in my lap. My hand wrapped protectively around her back. Her lips on mine.

Taken from outside, through the fucking window.

My jaw grinds tight. “The goddamn creep was right outside.”

Wren doesn’t say a word. She just takes the paper I hand her next - a note that had been tucked in the envelope behind the photo - and as her eyes scan the slanted handwriting, all the warmth drains from her face.

I look over her shoulder and read.

You’re confused. I understand. You were always too easily led. But I’ve found you now. And this time, I won’t let you run again. You will apologize for embarrassing me, and you will be punished. We’ll talk about a new date for the wedding once this nonsense is behind us. Elliott.

She starts shaking, and her hands crumple the paper. “He’s here,” she whispers. “Elliott’s here. He’s going to drag me back. He’ll talk to my father. And... and then I won’t have a choice...”

She starts spiraling fast, the words tumbling out of her as panic clutches her throat.

I drop the photo and grip her shoulders. “Wren. Look at me.”

She lifts her eyes, wide and tear-glossed.

“You have a choice,” I say, voice low and steady. “You always have a choice. And you’re not going anywhere unless you decide it. Nobody’s dragging you back to anything.”

I pull my phone from my pocket and call Mike. He picks up on the second ring.

“Yeah, boss?”

“I need you and Tanner canvassing the town. Anyone new. Tourists. Strangers. Someone who matches this description.” I rattle off everything I know about Elliott from the description Wren gave me when we’d been lazing in bed a little earlier. Tall, late twenties, brown hair, expensive car. “He’s the guy who hired the private investigator to track her, and now he’s in town. And he’s an ex of hers who isn’t willing to take no for an answer.”

“Shit,” Mike mutters. “I’m on it.”

“Good. Keep me updated.”

I hang up and turn back to her.

“We’re not staying here,” I tell her. “You’re coming to my house. He’s found this place and knows where you work. My place should be safer.”

Wren swallows hard. “Okay.”

“Grab a bag of essentials. I don’t know how long you’ll be staying with me. At least until we’ve tracked Elliott down. You’ve got five minutes to pack.”

She hurries upstairs, and I turn back to the door, scanning the tree line beyond the porch, the street beyond that. My hand drifts to my holster. He won’t get close. Not again. Not with me standing between them.

While I wait for her, I call Marge and explain the situation, telling her that Wren might not be at the diner for a day or two until the threat to her has been caught. She tells me not to worry about it, and to keep Wren safe.

When she comes back down, she’s carrying a small overnight bag and her purse. Still a little pale but steadier now.

I take the bag from her, open the front door, and scan the area again before guiding her out.

Every step to my truck, I keep a lookout. Every passing car, every bird call, every fucking tree branch crunch makes my hackles rise.

He won’t get to her. I’ll rip his goddamn throat out if he even tries to fucking touch her.

She slides into the passenger seat, and I get behind the wheel. My hand brushes hers as I reach for the gearshift, and I feel her relax slightly, leaning just a little closer.

As I pull away from the curb, I check the rearview mirror twice. Then again.

There’s nothing behind us.

But my foot stays heavy on the gas anyway, and my free hand drifts towards my weapon, just in case.

Because if Elliott tries to follow us, he will regret it.


Chapter Six
Wren


The cab of the truck is silent, and I sit with my hands curled tightly in my lap, watching the trees blur past the window as Hunter drives, each turn of the tires taking me further from the little cabin I thought I could hide in.

I should feel safer now, knowing that Hunter is here to protect me. But I can’t seem to stop the tight coil of panic winding tighter in my chest.

Elliott knows where I live. He saw us together. He’s here.

My stomach twists at the memory of that letter. Elliot’s perfect, slanted handwriting on cream stationery, like this was just another business arrangement. Another transaction he expects to control. But it was the photo that really stole my breath; the grainy image of me curled up in Hunter’s lap, our mouths locked in a kiss that still has my lips tingling.

He was watching us.

“You okay?” Hunter asks, his voice a low rumble that cuts through the quiet.

I glance over at him and try to nod, but it’s a lie. I don’t feel okay. I feel like I’m being hunted. Like the ground is crumbling beneath my feet, and I can’t escape the avalanche.

“I just didn’t think he’d find me so fast,” I whisper.

Hunter’s jaw tightens. His hand clenches the wheel a little harder. “He’s not going to touch you, Wren. I promise.”

I want to believe him. God, I do. But this fear has roots. It’s grown inside me for months, and now it’s blooming into something monstrous and impossible to ignore.

I nod again, just to appease him. But it’s weak.

He doesn’t press though. Just drives with a single-minded determination to get us to the safety of his home.

Then I notice it. The sleek flash of a dark car in the side mirror. It’s just far enough behind to not raise alarm, but close enough that my blood goes cold.

“Hunter,” I say, my voice tight. “That car behind us...”

“I see it,” he growls.

He flicks on his turn signal, but instead of taking the main road back towards town, he veers onto a gravel lane I’ve never seen before. It’s surrounded by trees, shaded and narrow. The other car follows.

My pulse spikes.

“Stay in the truck,” he says, already unbuckling. “No matter what.”

The door slams behind him, and I’m left gripping the seat with white-knuckled fingers as I watch him stalk towards the car.

The other driver doesn’t move for a second. Then the door opens, and there he is.

Elliot.

He looks just as polished and entitled as he always does, in his tailored suit and smug expression. He steps out as if this is a friendly visit, smoothing his lapel with one hand and adjusting his sunglasses with the other.

My heart hammers in my chest.

Hunter stands firm, a wall of calm, quiet fury. “You’re not welcome here.”

The window on the driver’s side is lowered enough that I can hear them clearly, and my skin prickles with tension as Elliot steps around his car and moves closer to Hunter.

“You must be the sheriff,” he says, his voice full of its usual arrogance. “I’m just here to collect what’s mine.”

“She’s not yours,” Hunter says, each word slow and deadly clear.

Elliott smirks and glances towards the truck, holding my gaze as he talks. “Her father is very worried. He told me to bring her home. We’re engaged, you know. There are wedding arrangements to finalize.”

I flinch, but Hunter doesn’t.

“She's not going anywhere with you,” he replies, stepping forward, closing the distance between them a little more. “And if you try to get any closer to her, I promise you will regret it.”

“Big talk from a small-town cop,” Elliott scoffs, the mask slipping for a second. “You think she actually wants you? When she could have a man like me who can afford to buy her the whole fucking world if she wants it? Look, I will be honest with you, Sheriff. She’s a scared little girl who doesn’t really know what she wants. She needs someone to make decisions for her. To keep her in line. And that’s exactly what I can give her.”

Before I even realize I’ve moved, I’m pushing the door open and climbing out. I can’t let him keep talking like that. Not about me. He needs to understand that he couldn’t be more wrong.

But I don’t get a chance to say a word.

Because in the next second, Hunter moves like a bullet.

He slams Elliott back against his own car, one big hand pressed flat against his chest. He’s not yelling. He’s not snarling.

He’s completely calm. Which somehow makes it ten times more terrifying.

“You talk like that about her again, I swear to God I’ll break your fucking jaw so you can’t utter a single word ever again,” Hunter says.

“You have no right...”

“I have every right,” Hunter growls. “Because she chose me. And I’m not letting some spoiled, arrogant bastard drag her back into the hell she ran from.”

For a second, the silence is thick. A warning. A breath before the storm.

Then Elliott lunges.

He throws a wild, untrained punch, aiming for Hunter’s face. But Hunter is faster. He ducks to the side, grabs Elliott’s wrist mid-swing, and twists it behind his back in one smooth motion that makes Elliott yelp.

“You really want to do this?” Hunter mutters, tightening his grip.

Elliott tries to kick, shouting something about lawyers and police brutality, but Hunter’s already swept his feet out from under him. The suit-wearing bastard goes down hard, face first against the hood of his car with a dull thud. I can’t stop a grin from spreading across my face as he gets what’s been coming to him for a long time.

“Guess you do,” Hunter mutters, pressing his forearm between Elliot’s shoulder blades to keep him still. “Are you always this stupid, or is it just when you don’t get your own way?”

Elliott thrashes weakly beneath him, but it’s useless. Hunter’s built like a mountain and twice as immovable.

“Now you’re really not going anywhere,” he says, snapping the cuffs around Elliott’s wrists with practiced ease.

The sound sends a strange ripple through me. There’s relief, yes. But also something deeper. Hunter is so calm. So composed. But beneath that surface is the unmistakable crackle of danger, tightly leashed and waiting to be released.

Elliott struggles, twisting and shouting something about lawsuits and power and how Hunter has no right.

Hunter doesn’t flinch.

He slams him down to the ground like he weighs nothing at all. One smooth, brutal motion, and Elliott is on his front in the dirt, cuffed and spluttering. Hunter plants a boot in the center of his back, pinning him there with a casual sort of force that makes it very clear he could do worse if he wanted.

“Keep talking,” Hunter growls down at him, voice low and dangerous. “Please. I’d love to see how many bones I can break before you decide to shut the fuck up.”

Elliott’s words cut off with a pathetic whimper.

Then Hunter turns his head slightly, and his whole face changes when he sees me.

“Come here, little bird,” he says, soft now, holding out his arms.

I don’t hesitate. I cross the short distance and walk straight into his embrace.

The moment I’m close, he wraps me up in both arms, keeping Elliott pinned with nothing but the strength in his stance and the threat of his body language. I can feel the fury that’s humming just beneath the surface, but none of it is for me.

“He’s not going to hurt you,” Hunter murmurs, lips brushing my hair. “He’s not taking you anywhere. You’re mine now. And I protect what’s mine.”

I believe him.

I believe him more than I’ve ever believed anything in my life.

He tilts my chin up, his eyes scanning my face. “I’ll call Mike and get him to haul this asshole back to the station for us seeing as there isn’t room for him in my truck.”

I nod, trying to catch my breath. “Okay.”

Hunter’s thumb brushes my cheek. “We’ll head there too. File the statement. Get the paperwork done. And then...”

A small, wicked smile touches the edge of his mouth.

“... Then I’m taking you home. Drawing you a bath. And spending the rest of the day spoiling you.”

Warmth spreads through my chest, and I stand on tiptoes to brush my lips against his jaw.

Elliott is still struggling beneath his boot, mumbling something I can’t make out, but Hunter doesn’t even glance at him. He’s completely focused on me.

And the possessive look in his eyes says he’s not planning to leave my side for a long, long time.


Chapter Seven
Hunter


I finish scrawling my signature across the last line of Wren’s official statement and set the pen down on the desk with a click.

Tanner straightens from where he’s leaning beside the filing cabinet, his tone easy. “Is that everything?”

“Yeah,” I grunt. “She’s been through enough for one morning. We’ll finish everything else later.”

He nods and pushes off the cabinet. “You want me to take Elliott down to county now?”

“Do it,” I say. “And take your time coming back.”

Tanner smirks as he picks up the folder with the signed statement and tips an invisible hat to Wren. “Take it easy, Miss Calloway.”

Wren offers a polite smile, but her hand clutches mine tightly beneath the desk.

The second the door shuts behind him, I turn to her. “Come on. You need a break.” I stand and wrap my arm around her waist, guiding her towards the door to my office.

She doesn’t say a word, but the way her body presses in against mine tells me everything.

Once we’re inside, I shut the door behind us and take a seat behind my desk. “Sit,” I murmur. “Take a breath. I know it’s been one hell of a morning for you.”

Instead of heading for the guest chair, she moves straight for mine and slides into my lap without hesitation. My arms wrap around her automatically, and I lower my face to her neck, pressing a kiss there before inhaling her sweet scent.

God, she fits me like she was carved for me.

Her lips brush against my jaw as she leans in close, her voice low and sincere. “Thank you for protecting me, Hunter. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

“You don’t have to thank me, little bird,” I murmur. “You’re mine. I’ll always protect what’s mine.”

Her hand drifts to the buttons of my shirt, teasing one open. “Well... I still want to thank you. Maybe in other ways.”

I cock an eyebrow. “Other ways, huh?”

She gives me a look that’s half innocent, half wicked, and waggles her eyebrows like the little tease she is.

I groan, my hand sliding down to squeeze her hip. “Wren.” I’ve been half-hard ever since she settled on my lap, but now the blood is rushing south so fast it makes my head spin.

“You don’t want me to?” she whispers, eyes wide and playful.

She wriggles, and the friction against my cock has a groan spilling from my throat. “I always want you, Wren. But I never want you feeling like you owe me anything. Especially this. The next time I claim your sweet little cunt, it’s going to be because you want me, not because you think you owe me.”

“I do want you,” she breathes.

Her eyes are fixed on my lips. Her hand is still on my shirt, fingers playing with the fabric.

My control snaps.

I grip her hips and haul her against me, crushing our mouths together. I kiss her like a starving man. Like the world’s about to end, and the only thing that can stop it is the taste of her.

She responds instantly, wrapping her arms around my neck and moaning into my mouth. She tastes like sunshine, like sin, and like every good thing I’ve never deserved.

My tongue strokes hers, and her teeth nip at my lip. Her fingers twist into my shirt.

I groan and kiss her deeper, harder. My hands move to her hair, tangling in her ponytail and tugging.

“Please,” she moans, rocking against me.

The way she squirms against me has the fire licking up my spine. I’m throbbing so hard it’s a miracle I’m not ripping a hole in my goddamn jeans.

I kiss her throat. Bite her jaw. Lick the curve of her collarbone.

She moans again. “More.”

Fuck, this girl.

My teeth scrape along her skin. My fingers find the hem of her shirt and slide beneath. She shivers as my hand finds her bare skin.

She’s so soft. So perfect.

I pull her shirt off and toss it aside, staring at her perfect tits encased in the white lace bra. She’s a goddamn dream.

“Stand up,” I tell her.

She scrambles to obey. I undo her jeans and slide them down her legs, taking her panties with them. Once she’s naked, I turn her to face my desk, guiding her to rest her hands on the surface while I reach around her from behind, cupping her breasts and rolling her nipples between my thumb and forefinger.

“God, Wren,” I murmur, dipping my head to kiss her neck. “You were fucking made for me. You’re so goddamn perfect.”

I press closer to her, trapping her thighs between me and the desk as I grind my erection against her bare ass. She whimpers, and the sound shoots straight to my dick.

“You want me, little bird?” I murmur.

“Yes.”

“You want my big cock stretching your pretty little pussy until you come for me?”

“Oh God,” she breathes, and her thighs tremble.

I kiss her neck again, and then her shoulder, sucking a mark into her soft skin.

“There’s something else I’d like, Hunter,” she whispers so quietly I barely hear her. I don’t say anything, but I pause, letting her know I’m listening. “Do you still have your cuffs with you?”

Fuck. Me.

“I do,” I grunt, my voice tight.

“Will you use them?”

Oh, hell. This woman is going to be the death of me.

I lean back, letting go of her just long enough to unbuckle my holster. Then I pull out the cuffs and let them dangle from my finger.

“You want these, baby? You want me to keep you cuffed while I fuck you so hard the entire town will hear how well you take my cock?”

She lets out a broken whimper. “Please.”

I spin her to face me and crush my mouth against hers again, claiming her mouth. Without breaking the kiss, I grab her hips and pull her away from the desk, backing her up against the wall instead.

Her fingers tangle in my hair as I devour her mouth. She pulls at the strands, and a groan rumbles up my throat. But I slide my palms up her arms and push her hands above her head, clicking the cuffs on one wrist and then the other. She whimpers against my lips, and the needy little sound almost makes me fucking lose it.

I hook the little chain attaching the cuffs around a coat hook mounted to the wall above her head, high enough that she has to stand up on tiptoes. I take a step back to admire the sight of my naked, helpless woman. She looks so perfect, with her arms stretched over her head, her lips red and swollen from my kisses, and her eyes glazed with need.

“God, you’re so fucking gorgeous,” I murmur, running a hand down her chest, her stomach, and then sliding between her legs.

“Hunter.”

She moans my name and arches against me, rubbing her hot little pussy against my palm. I tease her clit, sliding a single digit along her slick seam and circling the little nub. Her breath catches.

“Please,” she pants, hips rocking.

“Tell me what you need, little bird.”

“You,” she moans, looking up at me through half-lidded eyes.

I lean in, pressing my mouth to hers. “I’m right here, baby. Always.”

Her lips part, and she kisses me hard. When I dip my finger lower, pushing inside her, she cries out, the sound muffled by our kiss.

“That’s it,” I groan. “You’re so wet, Wren. Your pussy’s just begging for my cock, isn’t it?”

She nods and bucks her hips, taking me deeper. My thumb slides against her clit, and I start fucking her with my hand, sliding in and out of her with slow, steady strokes. She’s soaking, her arousal dripping down my hand and onto her thighs.

I kiss her again, biting her bottom lip. She moans and arches her back, thrusting her tits forward. I take the hint, bending down to swirl my tongue around her nipple. When I bite her gently, her pussy clenches around my fingers.

“Yes,” she gasps, her eyes falling closed.

“You’re so close, aren’t you, little bird?”

“So close,” she whimpers.

I suck on her nipple, teasing her with my teeth as I pump my fingers in and out of her. She squirms frantically, and I can feel her muscles starting to clench.

Then I pull away, withdrawing my hand and leaving her panting and needy.

“Wha... why did you...”

She’s so fucking dazed. Her head falls back, and she whimpers, tugging at her restraints.

“Shhh, little bird,” I murmur.

I take a step back and tear open my jeans, pulling my thick, heavy cock free. Wren’s eyes go wide, and she licks her lips, watching as I fist myself, stroking slowly.

“Do you see what you do to me?” I ask, pumping my hand. “You make me so fucking hard, Wren. You make me lose control. All I want is to sink my dick into that tight little pussy and fill you up with my cum. Over and over again.”

“Please,” she moans, bucking her hips.

I move back into her space, grabbing her ass and lifting her easily, trapping her against the wall with my body. The cuffs release from the hook as I lift her, but I quickly loop the chain around my thumb and guide her hands back up above her head. I press my hand against the wall, keeping her exactly where I want her.

She looks so damn helpless. And when I drag the head of my cock along her pussy, gathering her arousal and pressing against her entrance, her eyes are so wide it’s like she can’t believe this is really happening.

I love seeing her like this. It’s so raw and honest.

“Please, Hunter. Please.”

“Is this what you want, little bird?” I murmur, pressing another kiss to her swollen lips.

She whimpers. “Yes. Please.”

I claim her mouth as I thrust my hips forward, filling her with a single stroke. Her pussy grips me so tight I have to grit my teeth to keep from exploding. She’s so hot. So wet. So fucking perfect.

“Fuck,” I groan, dropping my forehead to hers. “I love the way you take me. Such a good girl. You’re gonna come all over my cock, aren’t you?”

“Oh, God,” she moans, writhing against me.

“You’re mine,” I growl, slamming my hips forward and pounding into her. “No one is ever going to touch you. No one is ever going to hurt you. All I want is for you to stay with me, little bird. Here, in this town, where I can keep you safe. Where I can protect you.”

“I will,” she moans. “Oh, God, I will. Just don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

“Not a chance,” I growl.

I pound into her, fucking her with deep, relentless strokes. Her pussy grips me so tightly, clenching around me as I claim her. She feels so damn good I never want to stop.

But the way her muscles flutter and clench around me has the pressure mounting at the base of my spine. And the sounds she makes, the little cries and moans, drive me fucking crazy.

“Come for me, Wren,” I tell her.

“Yes. Oh, yes, please,” she whimpers.

Her legs wrap around me, pulling me deeper. And then she goes off like a bomb.

Her entire body locks up, her mouth falling open. She cries out, her pussy spasming around me as her orgasm crashes over her.

I hold her up and pound into her, gritting my teeth against the urge to come. But the feel of her coming apart has me right on the edge.

“Fuck,” I growl.

“Come,” she gasps, grinding against me. “Oh God, Hunter, I want it. Give it to me. Please. Fill me up.”

“Wren,” I groan.

I can’t hold back any longer. Not when she’s begging for my cum. My cock swells, and my balls draw up, and then I’m emptying myself inside her with a deep groan. I bury my face in her neck, thrusting wildly, until the waves finally stop crashing through me.

Wren goes limp against me, panting and moaning. Her pussy is still fluttering around my dick, and every little aftershock makes her shiver.

“Fucking hell,” I groan, lifting my head to meet her eyes. “I love the way your sweet little cunt clenches when you come. I could feel you milking my cock, little bird. Could feel you trying to suck the cum out of me.”

“Yes,” she breathes. The look in her eyes is pure bliss.

“Good girl,” I murmur, kissing her cheek.

I lower her carefully, sliding out of her and letting her stand on shaky legs. Once I’ve steadied her, I unlock the cuffs and toss them aside, lifting her in my arms. She lets out a surprised squeak, but then wraps her arms around my neck, her lips brushing against my jaw.

I carry her across the room, sinking into my desk chair with her in my lap.

“Are you alright, little bird?” I murmur, pressing kisses across her shoulder.

She hums, nestling into me. “So good.”

I wrap my arms around her, holding her against my chest. I’ve never felt anything like this before. Something so deep and consuming. I didn’t even know it was possible to feel like this.

Wren shifts in my lap, snuggling closer.

“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Wren Calloway,” I whisper, my lips brushing against her ear. “I don’t know how the fuck I got so lucky, but I’m never letting you go. You’re mine now.”

Her hand rests over my heart. “And you’re mine.”

A smile stretches across my face.

Yeah, I am.


Epilogue
Wren


Nine months later:

The sun is warm on my skin, a golden haze drifting through the air as the late afternoon settles over the backyard.

Our backyard.

I sink a little deeper into the lounge chair beneath me, one hand resting on the swell of my belly as I sip lemonade through a straw and sigh contentedly. The ice clinks against the glass. The baby gives a lazy stretch inside me, like even they know there’s no better place on earth than right here, right now.

Hunter will be home from work soon.

The thought alone makes my heart flutter like I’m still the shy waitress hiding behind her order pad, stealing glances at the big, brooding sheriff who looked at me like I hung the damn moon. Only now, he doesn’t just look at me that way.

He lives it.

Every day since I moved in with him, he’s made sure I feel cherished, protected, adored. Every kiss, every touch, every low, reverent word whispered against my skin... it’s all been proof that I chose right when I chose him.

And I did choose him. Freely. Fiercely.

Elliott’s facing trial now. His lawyers keep trying to spin it, but the evidence is stacked too high and the charges are too serious for him to wriggle his way out. His smug little world is finally crumbling around him, and I don’t even waste time thinking about it anymore. He’s not worth it.

This place has become my haven.

Marge has become like a mother to me, even going so far as to send food home with Hunter every day now that I’m on maternity leave, and it’s a level of care I’ve never experienced before. My own mom had left us one day when I was only a month old, and my dad was never the same after that. But I’m determined to be a better parent than either of them ever was.

And with Hunter and Marge looking out for me, there’s no way I could fail.

My father tried to call a few times. Sent a letter, saying he regrets what happened. That he just wants to talk.

But I didn’t answer. I don’t need him anymore.

I have family now. Real family. The kind that doesn’t hand you over like property or tell you you’re overreacting when you cry for help. I have Marge. I have this baby. And I have Hunter.

The rumble of a familiar engine in the distance sends my heart racing in the best way. I sit up a little, brushing hair from my eyes as I hear him pull into the driveway.

Hunter’s home.

As soon as he appears at the back door, after walking through the house and slipping out of his boots, I hold my hand out to him. His gaze is locked on mine like he’s been starving all day and I’m the only thing that can satisfy his hunger.

When he leans down to kiss me, I whisper against his mouth, “I missed you.”

And then I slide my hand to his belt and tug him closer, my fingers already getting to work on unfastening his belt.

He straightens up, looking down at me with a smirk on his face while running his fingers through my hair. “Did you miss me or my cock, little bird?”

A faint blush heats my cheeks even as a slow grin spreads across my face. “It’s a part of you, so surely it’s the same thing.”

His laugh is a low rumble. It’s a sound I could live off of for the rest of my life and still never tire of.

Once his pants are undone, I reach inside his boxers and wrap my fingers around him, freeing his hardening length. He’s hot and heavy, pulsing with need and straining in my fist. I can’t hold back a soft groan as my tongue darts out to wet my lips.

“That’s it, little bird,” he rasps, his eyes hooded. “Put those pretty lips on me and show me how much you missed me. I know you can’t get enough of sucking my cock these days.”

I lift my eyes to him, a playful tilt to my lips. “I figured I’ve got to make the most of it while I can. After all, this little one will be here in a few days. And after that... I have a feeling you are going to become obsessed with filling me with another baby. This might be my last chance for a while.”

A low growl rumbles through him, sending heat rushing between my legs.

“You’re damn right about that, Wren,” he says. “So go ahead, get your fill.”

I don’t hesitate, shifting forwards slightly in my chair so I can reach him more easily. He’s at the perfect height as he stands over me, and the moment my lips close around his thick shaft, a long, low groan leaves his mouth.

His eyes burn as he watches me, and the hunger in his gaze is everything. I suck his cock slowly, savoring the salty, musky taste of him. Savoring the way his jaw clenches, and his abs contract, and his fists ball up.

But when he grabs the back of my head and starts moving me, I let him take control, let him use me exactly the way we both need. His cock pulses and jerks in my mouth as he gets closer and closer, and it sends a jolt of pure arousal through me.

God, I want him. Always.

He’s my rock. My sanctuary.

But when he’s inside me, claiming me, possessing me, it feels like I’ve come home. Like there’s no safer place in the world than right here, where he can make me forget everything except the feel of him, the taste of him, the weight of him.

I love him so much.

I can feel the tension mounting in him as he fucks my mouth, and the sounds he makes send tingles down my spine. When his thrusts get more erratic, I reach up and cup his balls, rolling them in my hand and giving them a gentle tug.

“Fuck,” he groans. “Just like that, Wren. Fuck, yes. Make me come. Swallow every last drop. Show me what a good girl you are.”

I moan around his length and suck harder, working him with my mouth and hand. He’s so close, and it feels like my entire body is humming in anticipation.

When his cock jerks, and his balls tighten, I’m ready.

“Fuck,” he growls. “Wren. Fuck.”

His hot release fills my mouth, and I swallow it down, not letting a single drop spill. He keeps thrusting through his release, and the guttural sounds he makes have heat rushing through my veins.

After a few moments, his thrusts slow, and his grip on the back of my head loosens. I lean back and look up at him, swiping the back of my hand over my mouth and smiling.

He sinks onto the edge of the lounge chair beside me, leaning forward to kiss me hard. His tongue strokes mine, and he tastes himself on my lips. Then he leans back and runs his thumb across my lower lip.

“So fucking perfect, Wren. Always so goddamn perfect.”

I press a light kiss to his palm. “I love you.”

His eyes blaze. “And I love you. So damn much.”

Then he reaches out and lays his hand over my swollen stomach, smiling that gorgeous smile that has the power to turn me to absolute mush.

“I love both of you,” he murmurs, his voice gruff.

I rest my hand over his.

This is it. This is our happily ever after.

And nothing, nothing in the world, could be better.

***
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