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Chapter One
Clara


I wake up in a bed that definitely isn’t mine.

For a second, I don’t move. I just lie here, blinking at the wooden ceiling like it might rearrange itself into my bedroom back home. It doesn’t.

The cabin is dead quiet. The kind of quiet that’s so complete it makes your ears ring a little. No traffic. No neighbors. No city sounds at all. There’s nothing but trees all around. Pines, I think. They’re everywhere out the window, tall and still and a little too creepy this early in the morning.

I sit up slowly, dragging the quilt with me. It smells like cedar and campfire and maybe a little like... him.

Okay. Weird thought. I shove that one away immediately.

I’ve only been here two days, but everything still feels kind of unreal. Like maybe I hit my head hard, and this is all some extended stress dream. I mean, a secluded cabin, no phone signal, a hot but grumpy bodyguard lurking around like a human guard dog? That’s not exactly my normal.

My eyes land on the pill bottle on the nightstand. Ugh.

I hate those stupid little things. But panic attacks aren’t exactly fun, so here we are. Meds it is.

I grab the bottle, twist off the cap, and shake one out. My hand is a little shaky. Not new. Not anymore. I swallow it with a sip of water from the glass beside my bed. It’s lukewarm and gross.

They’ve been working, at least. Kind of. The anxiety doesn’t slam me quite as hard when I take them. But for the last few days, something has been off. Not like nausea or sleepiness, the kind of things I had been expecting when the doctor mentioned side effects. It’s more like my whole body is just... weird. Extra sensitive. My skin feels too tight. My chest has been sore for a day now, but not in a “I’m about to get my period” kind of way. Something else.

It’s probably fine, though.

I groan under my breath and flop back against the pillows for a second, staring at the ceiling again.

God, what even is my life right now?

Less than a week ago, I was giving a police statement with my hands shaking so badly I could barely hold a pen. Now I’m tucked away in a literal cabin in the woods because some Very Bad Man might want me dead. Which... yeah, that doesn’t feel real at all. I mean, who even ends up in witness protection at twenty?

Me, apparently.

And the guy assigned to keep me alive? I also refuse to believe he’s real. He can’t be. No one’s actually that tall or that scowly. Or that hot. Not that I’m paying attention to that part.

Okay, maybe I am. But he makes it hard not to pay attention.

I run a hand down my face and sigh.

This whole thing is ridiculous. Scary and surreal and stupid. But strangely... part of me does feel a tiny bit better out here. Not safe exactly, but less exposed. Like maybe I can breathe without feeling like I’m being hunted.

And as long as he’s somewhere in the cabin, doing whatever it is that ex-military bodyguards do, then I’m not completely alone.

And that counts for something, right?

Eventually, I get up.

The floor is cold under my feet, and my hoodie smells like I slept in it. Which I did. I don’t bother changing. It’s not like I’m going anywhere. There’s nothing but trees and more trees for miles around.

I pad out of the bedroom, yawning into my sleeve, and turn the corner into the kitchen... and nearly forget how to breathe.

He’s there. He’s always there, of course. That’s part of his job. He wouldn’t be a good bodyguard if he was somewhere else, would he? But seeing him first thing in the morning feels like slamming face-first into a wall of heat and testosterone and deeply repressed fantasies.

Dane Mercer.

Forty-something. Quiet. Built like a Greek statue that’s been brought to life. His black t-shirt stretches across his ridiculously broad shoulders, and his jeans fit so perfectly that they are not at all helping the fantasies I’m trying to repress. His hair is still damp from a shower, dark and messy, curling just slightly at the ends.

I can’t stop staring.

He’s standing at the stove, plating up eggs and bacon like it’s just another morning and not a weird fever dream where a hot ex-military bodyguard is cooking me breakfast in the middle of nowhere.

“Morning,” he says, not even looking up.

His voice is low and rough and somehow makes everything inside me tighten at once. My thighs, my chest, my throat. It’s fine. I’m fine.

“Hey,” I say back, but it comes out too soft. I clear my throat and try again. “Morning.”

He slides a plate onto the little kitchen table without glancing at me. “Eat something.”

Right. Because apparently, he’s made it his personal mission to make sure I don’t waste away while I’m hiding from literal criminals.

I shuffle towards the kitchen and sit down, watching Dane for a moment as he cleans up the pans he used. He moves like a man who doesn’t waste energy. Quiet, efficient, controlled. Everything about him feels contained. And for some completely unfair reason, that only makes me want to crack him open and see what’s hiding under all that silence.

God, I need to get a grip.

I pick up my fork, stab at an egg like it personally wronged me, and tell myself to stop being weird. But the second I glance back up at him, with his arms crossed and leaning against the counter like a sexy, scowling statue, I get hit with that same stupid wave of heat.

It’s not just that he’s hot. It’s something else. The way his presence fills the room. The way the air shifts when he’s near. The way my pulse picks up every time he moves.

He makes me feel safe. But also like I might spontaneously combust if he ever looked at me a little too long.

And the worst part? I don’t even know him. Not really.

I only know his name and a brief backstory that he gave me. Along with a promise that he’d protect me, no matter what.

That’s all I’m supposed to need.

So why do I keep wondering what his hands would feel like on my skin?

Dane takes his seat across from mine and we eat in silence. The kind of silence that feels like it has sharp edges.

I try not to make a big deal of it. I cut a piece of bacon, nibble some toast like I’m fine and totally not spiraling because my bodyguard is hot and apparently has a thing for taking care of me with delicious food.

“So...” I try, my voice coming out a little too bright, “did you always want to be a bodyguard, or is it more of a second career, ex-military rebound kind of thing?”

His eyes flick up to mine. One second passes. Two. Then he looks back down at his plate.

“It wasn’t a plan,” he says, like each word costs him fifty bucks.

Cool. Great.

I take another bite and glance out the window, like maybe a moose will appear and rescue me from this awkward energy. Nothing. Just trees. Pine-scented silence and this weird, insanely hot tension I’m pretending isn’t making my heart beat faster than it should.

I try again. “You always this talkative?”

That gets me a tiny huff of breath. Maybe the barest suggestion of a smirk. Or maybe that’s just my brain making stuff up because it’s starved for attention.

I reach for the orange juice pitcher. It’s heavier than I expect, and my hands are still trembling a tiny bit. Of course. The meds haven’t kicked in yet. Or maybe they have, and this is just me now. Trembly and weird and trying not to ogle the silent, sexy, older man across from me.

My fingers slip a little, and for a moment, I just know I’m going to drop it. But before I can react, Dane’s hand is there, wrapping around mine to keep my grip on the pitcher firm and steady. His other hand goes to the bottom of the jug as he helps me pour some juice.

He doesn’t say a word. Doesn’t look at me like I’m fragile or broken or annoying.

He just... helps. Silent. Solid.

His hand lingers for a beat longer than it needs to. Then he pulls away and leans back in his chair like nothing happened. Like he didn’t just short-circuit my entire nervous system with a casual touch.

The rest of breakfast goes by in the same quiet, humming tension. I keep stealing glances at him when he’s not looking, trying to decode his expression and getting absolutely nothing.

He’s so composed. Like the idea of losing control doesn’t even occur to him. Meanwhile, I’m basically one breath away from combusting.

When I finish eating, I push my plate back and stand up, trying not to trip over my own feet on the way out of the kitchen.

“I’m gonna take a shower,” I say, avoiding his eyes.

He just nods. “Don’t lock the door.”

My stomach flips. “Why?”

“In case something happens.”

Right. It’s not a seduction tactic. Just standard murder-prevention protocol.

Still, I nod like I’m not internally screaming, then disappear down the hall, heart hammering like I just ran a mile.

The bathroom is cold.

Not freezing or anything, just enough that it makes me wrap my arms around myself while the water heats up. The old pipes rattle and groan. I stare at myself in the mirror while steam curls around the edges.

I look pale. Gaunt. I’ve lost weight since the incident and it shows, but not in a good way. No wonder Dane is so insistent on trying to feed me up.

I tug my hoodie and sweatpants off and step into the shower, letting the water hit my shoulders. It’s hot, too hot, but I don’t move away. I just stand there, trying to let the heat sink into my bones. To wash everything off. Make it quiet inside my head.

For a second, it works.

And then it doesn’t. Because I blink, and I’m there again.

Behind the cafe where I’ve worked for the last year. Trash bags in my hands. My earbuds in. Just another shift. Just another night.

Until I saw him.

A man on his knees. Hands tied behind his back. His mouth moving like he was begging, but there was no sound over the music blasting in my ears. And the other man, the one holding the gun, he looked so calm. Like this was just business.

I didn’t move fast enough. Didn’t look away fast enough.

Because the gun fired, loud and final, red splattering everywhere, and then the man still left alive turned. He saw me.

I remember the exact moment our eyes locked. Cold, flat, dead eyes. Like I wasn’t even a person. Just a problem to be erased.

I ran.

Didn’t think. Didn’t breathe. Just turned and bolted through the alley, out the front, straight into traffic without even looking. I don’t know how I made it across the street, or how I ended up pounding on the glass of the bodega two blocks over. But someone called the cops. And after that, everything became a blur of statements, questions, handoffs.

Until I was finally handed off to Dane.

My breath catches in my throat. My chest tightens like a fist is squeezing me from the inside. The steam is too thick. The air is too thin. My vision starts to blur.

Not again.

I press my palms to the tile and suck in a breath. Then another.

“‘I’m safe. I’m okay. I’m not there anymore,” I say quietly at first, then again a little louder.

It’s what the therapist told me to do. Grounding. A way to remind my brain that it’s not still in danger, even if my body hasn’t gotten the memo yet.

“I’m safe. I’m okay. I’m not there anymore.”

The shaking slows a little. Not completely. But enough.

I sink down to sit on the floor of the shower, knees pulled up to my chest, water running over me like it can scrub the memory off my skin.

Before all this, I was a student. Working full time at the cafe. Studying late. Chasing some version of a future that I built for myself because no one else was going to do it for me. My parents died when I was six. Drunk driver. After that, it was foster homes, bouncing around, learning to keep my head down and take care of myself.

By eighteen, I was out. Free. Independent.

And now? Now I’m here. Hiding. Needing a man I barely know to keep me alive. Needing meds just to get through the morning.

I hate it.

But I’m still here.

Still fighting. And for now, that will have to be enough.


Chapter Two
Dane


Clara moves like a ghost. Soft, quiet, like she’s afraid to disturb the air around her.

I stand half in the shadows by the doorway, watching her drift across the living room to look at the books on the shelf, and my chest fucking aches. She doesn’t know I can’t stop looking at her. Thinking about her. Worrying. Wanting.

Christ, I want her.

She tucks her hair behind her ear, that little nervous habit she always does when she’s deep in thought. I’ve seen her do it a hundred times, and every single time it guts me. Because I know where her mind is going to in those moments. To that event she never should have witnessed. She’s only twenty. Too damn sweet and soft to have seen a cold-blooded murder up close.

I know she’s scared. Fragile. I can see the way she hides her anxiety behind her sarcasm and quick wit.

But still, she stands. She keeps going. And I don’t think I’ve ever admired anybody’s strength as much as I admire hers.

Clara is so goddamn beautiful it’s unreal. Soft lips, bare feet, always wearing an oversized hoodie that swallows her frame. It’s almost like she doesn’t want to be seen. But I see her.

God, do I see her.

She’s not just under my skin. She is my skin now. My breath. My pulse. My reason.

And I know it’s wrong. She’s twenty. I’m forty-two. I was hired to protect her, not to feel... whatever this feeling is.

But I do feel it. And there’s not a single part of me that wants to stop.

I’ve seen war. Watched good men die for nothing. I’ve held guns to the heads of monsters and looked them in the eyes when I pulled the trigger. And I’ve never, ever, felt anything close to what I feel when I look at Clara.

It’s more than lust. More than obsession. Although they both play their part. It’s something older. More primal. Like I was wired to find her. Like some part of me has been waiting for her to exist, because she has always meant to be mine.

And now that I’ve found her? There’s no going back. Not for me.

The man who wants to silence her, the one who put that haunted look in her eyes, he has no idea what he’s brought down on himself.

He hurt the wrong girl, but now she has me to protect her. And I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe from the dangers in the world.

As soon as her file landed on my desk, I’d known she was meant to be mine. It was slim, only a couple of pages. A witness statement. Preliminary threat assessment. A temporary relocation order. Just the standard shit that always comes with a case like this.

But then I saw the photo.

It was a grainy shot, nothing special. No makeup, hair pulled back, her shoulders a little hunched like she was trying to take up less space. But her eyes... fuck. They were big. Wide. Terrified.

I remember staring at that photo too long, unable to look away from those eyes.

And then the footage came. Surveillance from the precinct. The girl in that photo, who is now trembling in a too-big hoodie, whispering her statement like she was afraid of her own voice.

I watched her hands shake. Watched her flinch every time someone passed too close. But I also saw the way she didn’t back down. The way she told the truth, anyway. Voice trembling, but eyes locked forward, determined to give her version of events no matter what it might cost her.

And right there, in that exact moment... I knew.

This isn’t just another case. She isn’t just another client to protect.

She’s mine.

I didn’t ask for it. Didn’t go looking for it. But something clicked into place so hard and fast it knocked the breath out of me.

That’s why I took the job. Why I insisted on handling it myself, despite employing plenty of capable men who could protect her almost as well as I can.

Because the second I saw her face, there wasn’t a choice anymore. There was only her.

I step into the living room, where Clara is still browsing the bookshelves. She must hear my footsteps on the wooden floor because she spins around, dropping the book that she’d been flipping through. Her eyes grow wide when she sees me, and a faint blush colors her cheeks, just like it always does when I walk into the room.

She tries to hide it, her nerves and the way my presence makes her flustered, but I see it all. I can’t help it when it comes to her.

“It’s getting dark,” I say, voice low. “I’m going to check the perimeter.”

She nods, presses her lips together in a thin line, and that tiny movement makes something in my chest pull tight. I don’t like the shadows under her eyes. It takes everything in me not to close the distance between us and wrap her up in my arms, to do whatever it takes to make her forget the world ever hurt her.

Instead, I turn and head for the door.

Outside, the air is sharp and quiet. Just trees and wind and the slow creep of nightfall. I walk every edge of the property and scan the woods for as far as I can see, even though I know it’s clear.

I check the locks on the shed. Make sure the generator’s fuel level is good. My boots crunch on the gravel, and every now and then, I glance at the windows, hoping for a glimpse of my girl. I can’t help it. She’s become my everything in such a short space of time.

But there are no threats outside the cabin right now. No movement. Still, I check again. Because peace is fragile. It can shatter in a second. I’ve seen it happen, and I’ve even caused it to happen a few times myself.

By the time I circle back to the porch, I’m sure we are still all alone out here. There’s nothing here that can hurt Clara. I give the woods one last hard look, then head back inside, locking everything behind me.

Clara is curled up on the couch near the fire, knees tucked up, an open book resting in her lap like she forgot it was even there. The flames flicker warm and soft across her skin, painting gold on the curve of her cheek and the long line of her throat. She looks almost peaceful.

But then she shifts and wraps her arms around herself like she’s still cold. That won’t do.

I cross the room without thinking and grab the throw from the back of the couch and drape it over her lap, making sure to keep my movements slow and careful. She startles just a little, then looks up at me with those wide eyes, her lashes fluttering.

“Thanks,” she says quietly, her voice a breath of sound.

Her gaze lingers on mine, her big, curious eyes barely blinking. She opens her mouth like she’s going to say something more. But whatever it is, she swallows it and looks away.

I force myself to move back to my chair and lower myself into it slowly. My fists clench hard against my thighs as I try to stop myself from doing something stupid. Like dragging her into my lap, wrapping both arms around her, and telling her she never has to be scared again.

She’s too young. Too innocent. And, as a client, definitely too off-limits.

But Jesus Christ, she’s perfect.

Clara shifts again on the couch, curling tighter under the blanket I gave her. Her lashes flutter once, twice, and then they stay closed. Her breathing grows soft and even, mouth just slightly parted.

I can’t bring myself to go to bed and leave her like this, so I sit and watch her like a goddamn lunatic.

She’s beautiful when she’s asleep. There’s a calmness to her now, a softness. And that’s rare. Clara’s walls are strong, her armor is thick. She has to be tough, given the circumstances. But seeing her like this, peaceful and quiet, makes something ache deep inside me.

She shouldn’t have to be like this. So guarded and closed-off. She should be able to let her guard down, laugh freely, and trust people. She shouldn’t have been forced into a witness protection programme in the first place.

And yet here we are.

I sit, silent and still, letting the crackle of the fire fill the air as I watch her sleep. She’s safe. As long as she’s here, no one can touch her. No one can get through me.

I’ll protect her with my life.


Chapter Three
Clara


I wake up to cold.

The fire has burned low, just glowing embers now, and the blanket that Dane gave me last night has slipped halfway off. My neck aches from the weird angle of the couch, and my mouth tastes like I must have wicked morning breath.

But mostly, I feel... damp.

I frown and shift under the blanket, blinking against the early light seeping in through the cabin window. And then I freeze.

The front of my hoodie feels soaked. Like actually wet. I sit up fast, my heart doing a strange stuttering thing in my chest, and yank the blanket off me altogether.

What the hell?

I look down and... yep, it’s wet. Not like the kind of dampness that comes from getting sweaty and gross overnight. But like... soaked. Right across the chest. Centered over my boobs.

“Oh my god,” I say out loud in a whisper-shriek, panic bubbling up in my throat. “What the actual...”

I don’t get to finish the sentence because a low, rumbling voice cuts through the early morning quiet.

“Clara?”

I jolt again. Dane.

He’s sitting across from me, still in that impossibly big armchair. I hadn’t even noticed him before. I was too busy spiraling. But now his head lifts, his eyes locking on mine like he’s already halfway to fight mode.

He must have been asleep. His hair is messy, and there’s a blanket draped over his lap. He blinks at me like he’s not sure if something is wrong, but absolutely ready to throw down if it is.

I make a sound, something between a squeak and a gasp, and grab the blanket again, wrapping it around me in record time.

“Sorry. I... I’m fine. Just... cold.”

I’m a terrible liar. But I’m hoping he’s too tired to notice. Luck doesn’t seem to be on my side at all today, though.

He pushes up out of the chair, fully alert now, his eyes darting around the cabin and then coming back to me, roaming from head to toe. Given his scrutinizing look, I’m very grateful I covered myself back up with the blanket.

“Yep,” I say brightly. “Totally fine. Just gonna go grab a shower.”

He frowns, and I bolt.

I don’t look back. I just clutch the blanket tighter around my traitorous chest, hurry down the hallway, and slam my bedroom door shut behind me.

Then I lean back against it and exhale the most dramatic sigh of my entire life.

What the hell is wrong with me?

The knock at the door startles me, and I can’t help rolling my eyes. Of course he followed me.

“Clara. Open the door.”

I groan quietly before replying. “I’m fine, Dane.”

“You’re not.” His voice is low, calm, but serious in that way that makes my pulse trip over itself. “Let me in.”

Nope. Definitely not. No way.

I back away from the door and pace the room, one hand clutched around the blanket, the other waving through the air in front of me as if I might magic up a solution if I just gesture enough.

My boobs leaked. That’s not normal. That’s not even on the same planet as normal. And now Dane is out there and I’m worried he might break the door down just because I squeaked and ran away like a crazy woman.

“Clara,” he says again. A pause. “Please.”

I sigh and shuffle over to the door, knowing he isn’t going to let this go until he knows I’m okay. I crack it open just enough to peek through.

He’s standing there barefoot, in gray sweatpants that look way too enticing on him, and a black long-sleeved t-shirt that’s tight enough to show every ripple of muscle underneath. His hair is still a mess, and his eyes are shadowed with sleep. But all of that takes a back seat to the sharp edge of concern carved into his expression.

“You’re freaking me out,” he says quietly. “You looked scared. Just let me make sure you’re okay.”

And that’s what does it. Not the pushiness. Not the stubborn jaw or the fear he might break the door down. It’s the way he says it. Like I matter. Like it’s eating him alive, not knowing what’s wrong. He must be worried, because it’s the most I’ve heard him say all at once since we arrived at the cabin.

I open the door all the way and step back, still cocooned in the blanket burrito of shame.

He walks in and stops, scanning me like he’s cataloging every possible thing that might be wrong. But with the way I’m hiding the issue, he doesn’t find anything obvious.

I can’t deal with the silence while his eyes rake over me in ways that would be making my body flutter in all kinds of inappropriate places if this wasn’t so embarrassing. So I go for my classic defense mechanism. Sarcasm.

“So,” I say, dryly. “Weird question. Can anxiety meds make you lactate? Because, uh... this hoodie wasn’t wet when I fell asleep.”

Dane’s entire body stills.

I pull the edge of the blanket open a little, enough to show him the dark damp patches across my chest. He stares for a beat, his jaw tightening. God, he must think I’m disgusting right now.

“You need to see a doctor,” he says, already turning towards the door like he’s about to drag one here from the nearest town by force if he has to. “This isn’t right, and we need to make sure you’re okay.”

“Whoa,” I say, grabbing his arm to stop him. “Look, the doctor did say that the meds would cause side effects, and I’ve been feeling a bit... sore... there ever since I started taking them. It must be that. I’m fine. Just... leaky. The only thing I’m in danger of dying from right now is humiliation.”

He looks down at me, his eyes narrowing.

“I’ll call the doctor,” I say. “The one who prescribed the meds. Just let me talk to her first privately. So I don’t have to tell some complete stranger that I’m lactating.”

He doesn’t look thrilled, but he doesn’t argue either. Just studies me for a second longer, jaw flexing like he’s biting back about five different reasons why he thinks I should have more than just a phone call.

Then he nods once. “Fine. You will call her as soon as the office opens.”

“I promise I will,” I say, while raising a brow. “Are you always this bossy before coffee?”

He doesn’t smile. Just says, “Always this worried when it comes to you.”

He turns to leave again, but this time, he hesitates. His hand lingers on the doorframe, knuckles white. Like there’s something else clawing at him from the inside out.

“What now?” I ask, trying for light, but it comes out thin and shaky.

He doesn’t look at me at first. Just stares at the floor for a beat before dragging his gaze back up to mine.

“I need to see.”

I blink. “See... what?”

“Your chest.” His voice is even, calm, but there’s heat simmering just beneath it. Not that kind of heat. At least, I don’t think it is. This is something else. Worry. Frustration. A need to be sure I’m not in some kind of silent, spiraling medical crisis.

“I’m not trying to cross a line,” he adds, jaw tight. “But if something’s happening to your body because of those meds... I need to make sure you’re not in danger. I need to know it’s okay to wait until the doctor’s office is open.”

“Oh my God,” I mumble, dragging the blanket up tighter around my shoulders. “This is literally the most embarrassing moment of my entire life.”

“You can keep on whatever you’re wearing under the hoodie,” he says, stepping forward slowly, like I’m a spooked animal that might bolt. “I just need to see if anything looks... wrong.”

Wrong. As if there’s a version of this that would feel right.

I hesitate. Every nerve in my body buzzing. My instincts are tangled. One part wants to crawl under the bed and never come out, the other… wants to unwrap this blanket and show him everything. Just to see what he’ll do.

So I settle for the safest middle ground: giving in to his worried demand while grumbling about it.

“Fine,” I say through gritted teeth. “But just be quick, okay? This is humiliating enough as it is.”

He nods, and I suck in a breath, then slowly drop the blanket. I tug the hoodie over my head, trying to angle away from him. It peels off with a gross, sticky sound where it’s soaked through.

Underneath, the ribbed tank I fell asleep in is clinging wet to my chest. The fabric is nearly translucent across the soaked spots, and worse, my nipples look swollen. Puffy. So damn sensitive that even the cotton brushing against them makes me flinch.

I stay turned mostly away, arms crossed tight over my middle.

“Happy now?” I mutter.

There’s a long pause. Then, very softly, “Clara. Look at me.”

I do. Slowly. And I expect to see teasing. Or pity. Or maybe a clinical, neutral detachment that would make this less weird.

But it’s none of that. It’s worry. Real, raw concern etched deep into his brow. And something else flickering there too. Something hot and dark and entirely unprofessional.

“I want to check you myself. Just...” He exhales hard. “Let me see if anything is inflamed. Or... I don’t know. I just need to make sure you’re not hurting.”

I’m frozen. Heart pounding.

The whole room suddenly feels too quiet. Too warm. Too full of possibilities I can’t let myself think about.

But I don’t stop him. I just nod once, barely.

And he takes a single step closer.


Chapter Four
Dane


I tell myself I can do this without letting it get to me. That I can keep my hands steady. My thoughts clean. That I can touch her and not want her.

But then she looks at me like that, with cheeks flushed and her teeth tugging at her bottom lip, and I know I’m fucked.

“Just breathe,” I murmur, keeping my voice low, even. I kneel in front of her. “I’m only going to check for swelling. Infection. That’s it.”

She nods, arms crossed tightly, but she doesn’t back away.

I reach out, slow as hell. Let her see every inch of movement. Give her a hundred chances to say no.

But she doesn’t.

The second my fingers meet the damp fabric of her tank, she shivers. And I don’t think the brisk chill in the air is the cause of it.

I press my palm gently against the underside of her breast. Not groping. Not lingering. Just… assessing. But Jesus, the weight of her, the heat through the soaked cotton, it’s too fucking much, and I can already feel myself getting hard. I grit my teeth so tight it hurts.

“Tell me if anything hurts,” I say, voice tight.

She huffs out a breath. “Only my dignity.”

Smart mouth. Dry humor. It’s her shield. But underneath that… she’s unraveling. I can feel it in the way her body leans into mine, just barely. The way her breathing changes to something shallower and quicker with every gentle stroke of my fingers against her soft flesh.

I run a thumb lightly around the side of her breast, avoiding the peak, and her head tips back. A sound, barely audible, more breath than voice, escapes her, and it almost breaks me.

Fuck.

My cock jerks in my pants, and I force my focus back to her chest. Which does nothing to help with an erection that’s growing painfully hard.

The thin cotton of her top is clinging to her, wet and almost sheer now. I can see the tight peaks of her nipples straining against the fabric, swollen and sensitive-looking.

“Clara,” I murmur, brushing a hand to her other side now, testing for heat, for signs of inflammation. But all I can think about is how soft she feels. How reactive.

“How bad is it, doc?” she whispers, voice shaky.

I look up and she’s watching me. Eyes wide and dark, pupils blown.

I keep my hand on her, thumb skimming the outer swell of her breast. She’s breathing faster now, her chest rising and falling under my palm.

“Does it hurt?” I ask quietly. My voice is hoarse, thick.

She shifts a little under my touch. Her cheeks are red. “Not exactly. Just kind of...” she waves a hand vaguely toward her chest, “... weirdly full? Like I need to let something out or I’ll pop.”

I raise a brow, but keep my expression neutral. “Full?”

“Yeah,” she mumbles, looking away. “Like… I don’t know, pressurized. Heavy. Tingly. God, I sound insane.”

“You don’t,” I say firmly.

She lets out a breath that’s half a laugh, half a groan. “If only there was a newborn baby nearby who needed feeding. That would help.”

The words hit me like a freight train. My pulse spikes. My cock twitches. And a vivid image forms in my head. Her in my lap, those perfect tits swollen and leaking, her nipple against my tongue.

I swallow hard.

“You need relief,” I say, voice low. “And there’s… another way.”

She looks at me, startled. “Wait. You mean...”

I nod once. “I could help. If you’re okay with that. Just until we can talk to your doctor and figure out what to do. It would help ease the pressure.”

She stares at me like she’s trying to figure out if I’m joking. But I’m deadly serious.

Her lips part. Her gaze flickers from my eyes to my mouth, then back again. There’s a flush creeping down her neck. But she nods.

“Okay,” she says softly. “I... I guess this might help.”

I move to sit on the edge of the bed, tugging her towards me until she’s straddling my thighs. Her hands land on my shoulders, her fingers trembling slightly.

I reach for the hem of her tank top. “You sure?”

She nods again, slower this time. “Yeah. I trust you.”

I peel the soaked fabric upward. It clings to her breasts, suctioned tight from the moisture. But I ease it free, and when the fabric clears the curve of her chest, I stop breathing.

She’s fucking glowing. The skin of her chest is flushed, and creamy droplets of milk are beading at the tips.

As I stare, my cock throbs in my sweatpants, and it takes every ounce of control I have not to groan.

She bites her lip. “It’s gross, isn’t it?”

My voice is rough as gravel. “No. It’s beautiful.”

I lean in, brushing my nose along the underside of one breast, forcing a gasp from her lips. Then I close my mouth over one aching, leaking nipple to taste her for the first time.

Her breath hitches the second my mouth closes around the sensitive bud.

I keep it soft at first with slow, measured pulls of her nipple and careful flicks of my tongue. I’m doing this for her. For her relief. That’s what I tell myself.

But Jesus.

The taste of her…

It hits me on the first draw. Warm, sweet, alive. It’s her body offering something meant to nourish another human being, and now it’s pouring straight into my mouth, down my throat, like this is the most natural thing in the world. It’s pure and intimate in a way that few other things can be.

It’s thicker than I expect, but smooth and creamy. With the kind of taste that coats my tongue, lingers on the roof of my mouth, and makes something in me growl with approval. There’s a soft, barely-there sweetness that is dangerously addictive.

I nuzzle deeper into the soft weight of her breast, feeling the way it molds to my lips. My fingers tighten around her waist without meaning to. She’s so warm, so soft, like her body was just made for this. To be tasted. Held. Claimed.

She exhales shakily, her fingers tightening where they’re curled into the fabric of my t-shirt. Her thighs shift on either side of mine, the smallest grind of her hips against my lap, and I nearly lose it right then and there.

But I don’t move. I just hold her steady, with one arm banded around her waist and the other hand cradling the underside of her breast as I suckle deeper.

“Dane,” she whispers, her voice high and breathy.

I pull back just slightly, her nipple slipping from my lips with a soft, wet sound. “You okay?”

Her lashes flutter. Her cheeks are flushed. And her eyes that have held a haunted look the whole time I’ve known her are now dazed with something that looks a lot like pleasure.

“I... yeah,” she breathes. “Just… that feels a lot better than I expected it to.”

“I’m not hurting you?” I ask, my voice low, rough with restraint.

“No,” she says quickly. “No. It’s... I mean...” She stops and looks away for a moment. Then adds, quieter, “It actually feels… really good.”

That’s all the permission I need.

I take her nipple back into my mouth with a deep, possessive pull, and this time, I don’t hold back quite so much.

Her breath comes in tiny pants now, soft little gasps every time I draw from her. My hand stays at her waist, anchoring her to me, but the hunger building inside me is anything but calm.

I want all of her.

Her taste. Her heat. Her weight in my lap, her sounds in my ears, her milk filling my mouth until I forget every reason I was trying to be careful in the first place.

She shifts again, an instinctive and needy movement that has her pressing harder against the hard line of my cock, and a low sound rumbles from my chest. She’s driving me out of my fucking mind.

I suck harder, deeper, until her nails are digging into my shoulders and her body is trembling in all the places where it presses against mine. The other breast swells against my hand, droplets starting to bead there too, and I swear I could lose myself in her for hours.

No woman has ever undone me like this. And I haven’t even touched her anywhere other than her chest yet.

I can’t stop swallowing down her sweet cream. Not until the flow begins to slow. Only then do I lift my mouth from her breast, pressing a soft, reverent kiss just above her nipple, before I turn my head towards the other.

It’s already leaking. One glistening drop trails down the curve of her breast, and I catch it with my tongue before it falls.

She lets out a gasp, a sharp, shocked, needy little sound, and I look up, just long enough to meet her wide, glassy eyes.

“I’m going to help you,” I tell her roughly. “Whenever you get full and uncomfortable, I will help you, okay?”

She nods, like she can’t even find the words to reply. So I cover her other nipple with my mouth and start again.

She’s more sensitive now. I feel it in the way her body jolts in my arms, the breathy moan that slips out before she can bite it back. Her fingers fist in the material of my t-shirt, and I think she’s trying to keep some part of herself grounded.

But it’s too late for that. For both of us.

I draw deeper, slower, until that breast is just as empty as the first. Until her breathing evens out and her shoulders slump a little in relief.

Only then do I let her go.

The skin around her nipples is flushed and slick from where I sucked and drank from her. It is such a tempting sight, and I could keep going. I want to. But I’m hanging on by a thread here, and if I don’t stop now, I’m going to cross even more lines than I already have.

So I clear my throat, still tasting her on my tongue, and I say, gruffly, “You need to call the doctor soon. You promised.”

Clara blinks, clearly still dazed, then she nods slowly. “Yeah... yeah, I will.”

I let her go gently, guiding her back against the pillows as I rise from the bed. My cock is a steel rod inside my sweatpants, and I don’t have to look down to know I must be sporting a pretty impressive tent in the front of them.

But I don’t touch her again. I don’t let myself. So I leave the room, my jaw tight and my fists clenched.

And as I head down the hall towards the bathroom, I already know this is going to be the longest, coldest shower of my entire fucking life.


Chapter Five
Clara


“Like I said, Clara, it’s almost definitely a side effect of the medication,” Dr. Hennessy says, her voice warm and clinical all at once. “It’s rare, but not unheard of. The hormone fluctuations can trigger lactation in some cases, even without pregnancy.”

Right. Totally normal. Nothing to see here. Just casually leaking like a faucet because of some tiny white pills I can’t even pronounce the name of.

I shift on the bed, cross-legged in the clean over-sized t-shirt and yoga pants I yanked on after Dane… helped me. My cheeks go hot just thinking about it. The fabric brushes against my nipples, still a little sore and far too aware of themselves, and I have to bite back a sound that would be wildly inappropriate for a telehealth appointment.

Dr. Hennessy continues, oblivious. “There’s no immediate danger, but I’d like to run some hormone tests when things settle down and it’s safe for you to come in. In the meantime, if you feel engorged or uncomfortable, you can manually express just enough to relieve the pressure.”

She says it like it’s no big deal. Just grab a boob and go to town. Sure.

I clear my throat. “Right. Got it.”

“There’s also a device you can use...”

“Nope, that’s fine. The hands are good.”

Yeah, Dane’s hands were really good.

The thought comes out of nowhere and slams straight into me, making my thighs press together on instinct. I shut my eyes and exhale through my nose, quietly dying inside.

Dr. Hennessy wraps things up and promises to email a few tips, like I need written instructions on how to milk myself. After thanking her for her help, I hang up, dropping the phone onto the pillow beside me like it personally offended me.

For a few seconds, I just sit there, staring at the far wall like it’s going to offer me emotional guidance. I should feel better. Reassured. This isn’t a mystery illness or a freak medical emergency. It’s just a weird blip. A body glitch. Hormones doing hormone things.

But that doesn’t explain the way Dane looked at me. Or the way my body had reacted when his mouth...

I groan and flop back onto the bed, dragging a pillow over my face and kicking my heels against the comforter like an over-caffeinated toddler. I’ve been hiding in my room like a coward for the last two hours, ever since he left abruptly, with a reminder to call the doctor. I’ve been avoiding him like the plague. Because what am I even supposed to say?

“Hey, thanks for milking me. Want to do it again sometime?”

Okay, maybe that’s not the best wording for it, but I kind of do want him to do it again. I can’t tell him that, though. He’ll definitely think there is something wrong with me then.

I fling the pillow off my face with a groan and roll to sit upright again. I can’t avoid him forever. I have to go out there. I have to tell him what the doctor said, and pretend like I’m not thinking about his mouth or his hands or the way his eyes looked when he was feeding from me like it was the most intimate thing in the entire world.

My body tingles at the memory, creating a slow, creeping heat that pools low in my belly and burns in my chest.

Yeah. This is going to be so normal and not weird at all.

I open the bedroom door and pad down the hall on bare feet, moving slow like a woman walking into a minefield.

He’s not in the kitchen. The living room is empty too. But then I hear it - a steady, rhythmic thud followed by the low grunt of effort. I peek around the corner, into a small room that is empty except for a few benches around the edges, and I freeze.

Oh. Okay. That explains the noise.

Dane is in the middle of the room, down in a low squat with a huge weighted sandbag slung over his broad shoulders, his sweatpants riding low on his hips. The muscles in this thighs bunch and flex with every movement, and his chest - bare, massive, and glistening with sweat - rises and falls with his labored breathing. He stands, drops into another squat, rises again. Over and over. Each time he lowers himself, every toned muscle in his body strains, and when he stands again, I get a perfect view of the deep vee that vanishes into the waistband of those evil, sinful sweatpants.

His sweat-darkened hair clings to his forehead. His face is locked in that intense, focused scowl. The kind that should not be nearly as sexy as it is. I mean, really, how is it fair for a man to look like a furious Greek god just because he’s doing squats with a hundred pounds of weight like it’s nothing?

My mouth goes dry. My nipples harden instantly, pressing against the fabric of my bra like they’re trying to signal his attention.

I don’t even realize I’m just standing there ogling him shamelessly until he glances up, his eyes locking on mine.

“Clara,” he says, going still.

I straighten up fast, like I wasn’t just watching him like a pervert, and clear my throat. “Uh, hey. Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt your, um… whatever that was.”

“Workout,” he says, dropping the sandbag gently to the floor. The heavy thud echoes through the quiet room.

Then he grabs a towel off the nearest bench and drags it across his face and neck, slowly. Too slowly. My eyes track the motion like they’ve been hijacked; helpless and fixated.

The coarse white towel scrapes over the thick column of his throat, down across his collarbone, and lower still, soaking up the sheen of sweat that clings to every inch of him. His chest is broad and sculpted like something carved from stone, the hard slabs of muscle flexing with every shift of his weight. A single droplet of sweat slips down the center of his sternum, catching the light as it trails lower… lower… until it disappears into the shallow dip between his abs.

And God, his abs. That long, defined cut of his torso that slopes down into a wicked V, like it’s pointing the way straight to hell. Or heaven. Probably both.

I might be a virgin, but I’ve seen shirtless men before, and none of them ever looked like this. Like power and restraint and danger and need, all wrapped up in six feet of sinew and sex appeal. He’s a walking sin in sweatpants, and those pants aren’t helping. They’re slung low and doing absolutely nothing to hide the very prominent outline of his manhood.

I lick my lips before I realize I’m doing it. My thighs squeeze together of their own accord, and everything inside me tightens.

My breath stutters in my throat, and I swear, if he told me to get on my knees right now, I’d be down on the floor before the command even finished leaving his mouth.

I have never wanted anyone like this. Never craved someone so completely it feels like an actual ache. A fire in my chest, behind my ribs, curling low in my belly and spreading through every inch of me like molten sugar.

He finishes wiping the towel down his chest, but the glisten remains. And somehow, he looks even more edible for it, tousled and unbothered, like this is just what he looks like on any normal day.

Meanwhile, I’m over here just trying not to whimper.

Focus, Clara.

“So,” I say, eyes fixed very carefully somewhere in the vague vicinity of his face, “I just got off the phone with my doctor.”

His brows furrow instantly; all that warrior focus now zeroed in on me instead of the weight that had been on his back. “And?”

“She said it’s most likely a side effect of the meds. The lactation, I mean. It happens sometimes. Hormone shifts. She wants me to go in for tests when it’s safe, but she’s not concerned right now.”

“That’s good,” he says. “No pain?”

I shrug, trying to ignore the heat blooming under my skin as his gaze drops briefly to my chest. “They’re just... sensitive. A little full. But I’m okay.”

He nods, and his gaze flicks back to my breasts again, slower this time. Hungrier. His jaw clenches, and I swear he licks his bottom lip without even realizing it.

My whole body reacts like someone flipped a switch. There’s this sharp, fluttery ache between my legs, and my nipples tingle so fiercely I glance down, panicked, to make sure I’m not leaking again.

Nope. Still dry. Thank God.

“Anyway,” I say, shifting my weight from foot to foot and failing spectacularly at casual, “she suggested I, um, express a little. You know. To relieve the pressure.”

Dane’s eyes darken. “You need help?”

“No!” I blurt out, way too fast, even though every inch of my body is screaming yes! “I mean. No. I’m good. Thank you. Really.”

He takes a step closer. I take a step back.

“You sure?” he asks, his voice lower now. Rougher.

“I’m…” I swallow hard. “I’m gonna go back to my room.”

He doesn’t move. Just gives me that long, unreadable look and says, “If you need me again, you come get me. I want to help you.”

I hesitate. Just for a second. Because I almost say it. I almost tell him that it had felt heavenly when he’d fed from me earlier, and that I want him to do it again.

But I choke on the words. My cheeks blaze with embarrassment, and all I can manage is a squeaky little nod before I spin around and flee like the deeply emotionally repressed coward that I am.

Behind me, I swear I hear a low, frustrated growl.

Good. That makes two of us.


Chapter Six
Clara


It’s cold enough outside that my breath fogs the air, but I step off the porch anyway, dragging the blanket tighter around my shoulders. I need a break from the inside of the cabin. Too many walls everywhere. I feel like I’ve been locked up inside for months rather than just the last few days.

I spot Dane moving along the edge of the treeline, his body tense while he scowls out into the wilderness. He’s scanning the perimeter like he always does, every movement smooth and purposeful. The winter sun is setting behind the trees, painting him in streaks of gold and amber.

God, he’s a walking, brooding romance novel cover come to life. Except the weapon holstered at his hip is real, and so is the danger he’s watching for.

I don’t think he sees me at first. He’s too focused, sweeping the distance with that deadly kind of calm I’ve only ever seen in movies. Then he turns, like he felt me watching him, and heads straight towards me.

“Are you cold?” he asks, stopping a few feet away. His voice is low, and it rumbles through me like distant thunder.

“A bit. But I needed some air.”

His gaze flicks behind me, then along the cabin roof, then back to the woods. Always assessing. Always guarding.

“I don’t know if you should be out here,” he says.

“I’m perfectly safe. I have my mighty fleece armor,” I deadpan, tugging the blanket higher.

He doesn’t crack a smile, but his eyes soften a little. “It’s not a joke, Clara.”

Right. I know that.

I pull in a breath and let it out slowly. “Do you think he’ll come looking for me?”

Dane doesn’t answer right away. He folds his arms across his chest, and I have a feeling he’s weighing up how much truth to give me.

“He might.” That lands like ice water in my gut, but Dane continues anyway. “Men like Krause like to tie up loose ends.”

My stomach clenches. His name is Vincent Krause. I found that out from Dane on the long drive up to the cabin. And apparently Krause isn’t just a violent asshole with a taste for blood. He runs guns. Drugs. People. He has ties to at least two cartels and one ex-military private security group that went full rogue.

And I was the only person who saw him shoot that man in the head behind the cafe like it was nothing.

“He doesn’t know who I am though,” I say, because I desperately need that to be true.

“We don’t know what he knows,” Dane says as he steps closer. “Which is why I’m not letting you out of my sight. If he does come, he won’t make it past the edge of these trees. I’ll make damn sure of it.”

God, his presence is so solid. So safe.

I nod slowly. “Okay.”

The wind shifts, and I catch the clean scent of soap mixed with something earthier and entirely him. It should not make my knees so weak, but here we are.

The silence stretches. Not awkward. Not with him. But it’s heavy with an air of expectation, like we’re both waiting for something to snap.

I’m the one who breaks the silence. Like always.

“But what if he’s already in the woods?” I ask. “What if he’s already watching?”

Dane’s gaze sharpens, and I know I’ve triggered the predator in him. The part of him that’s always hunting threats and always calculating his next move. But there’s something softer behind it too, something that tightens my throat.

“He’s not,” he says firmly. “I’ve been checking the perimeter every hour. I’ve set up trip sensors to let me know if anyone is approaching the cabin. There’s nothing. He’s not here, Clara.”

I nod. Swallow. Try not to crumble.

Because even if he’s not here now, he could be tomorrow. Or the day after that. Or the day I let myself start to believe I’m safe.

“I don’t want to die,” I say. Quiet. Honest. Raw.

The truth slips out before I can shove it down, before I can coat it in sarcasm or pretend it doesn’t matter. Then I do what I always do. I ruin the moment.

“I mean, who wants to die a virgin? That would just be pathetic, right?”

I look at him out of the corner of my eye, like maybe if I don’t meet his gaze head-on, it’ll sting less.

For a moment, Dane doesn’t move.

It’s like my words hit some invisible switch inside him. His chest rises, holds, and he exhales slow, like he’s letting go of something dangerous. He reaches out, cupping my cheek tenderly in his large palm, and the heat of his skin against mine makes me gasp.

“You’re not going to die,” he says. His voice is low and rough, but steady. “Not while I’m still breathing.”

I swallow, my throat suddenly too tight. But he doesn’t stop there.

“You’re going to live, Clara. I’m going to make sure you get to experience everything you deserve. You’re going to fall in love, if that’s what you want. You’re going to dance around a kitchen while making dinner and scream at dumb reality shows and sleep in late on Sundays. You’ll have a house with plants you forget to water, and maybe even some pain-in-the-ass dog who chews up your shoes.”

My lips twitch, but I don’t say anything.

“And if you want babies,” he adds, quieter now, like the words are something sacred, “you’ll have those too. You’ll get to know what it’s like to love someone so much it wrecks you. You’ll get to see the future stretch out in front of you.”

He says it like a vow. Like he’s carving the promise into stone. Like it’s not just something he believes, but something he’s already decided.

And for once, I’ve got nothing. No sarcasm. No jokes. No instinct to hide behind a smart-ass comment.

His eyes are still on me. Steady. Searching.

I’ve never felt more seen, or more exposed, in my life. And yet, for some reason I don’t totally understand, I don’t want to hide. I don’t want to push him away or brush it off with a laugh.

I want to stay here, wrapped up in this moment with him, like a blanket around my shoulders. I want to let him see the truth of me. Even if that truth is a mess of fears and doubts and insecurities and broken, jagged edges.

“Okay,” I say softly, because I don’t know what else I’m supposed to say after a declaration like that.

Dane’s hand shifts, sliding slowly down my neck and over the curve of my shoulder. The light contact feels electric, and the way he’s looking at me is doing nothing to help. It’s like he’s daring me to lean into his touch. Like he’s challenging me to meet him here, in this place where there’s nothing but him and me.

So I do.

I reach out and slide my hand up the solid plane of his chest until my fingers brush the base of his throat. His pulse leaps beneath my touch, and I wonder, briefly, if his heart is racing the same way mine is.

It’s a bold move for me, but he doesn’t pull away.

His other hand settles on the small of my back, pressing me closer. The blanket slips off my shoulder, pooling on the ground behind me, and I don’t even care. All I can feel is his heat, his strength, the steady rise and fall of his breath as it brushes my cheek.

“Dane,” I say, but the rest of the words die in my throat.

I’m not even sure what I was about to say.

He slides his hand up into my hair, his palm cupping the back of my head, and the movement draws me in even closer. I don’t fight it. I let him reel me in, inch by inch, until my chest presses flush against his.

My nipples stiffen instantly, and a slow, hot ache spreads through me.

“What are we doing?” I whisper.

“Whatever you want.” His voice is a rumble against my forehead as he leans in. “You can stop me anytime. Just say the word.”

I know I should pull away.

He’s my bodyguard, not my boyfriend. And whatever is happening right now, it’s probably not something we should be doing. Especially when, despite his promises, a future isn’t guaranteed for either of us right now.

But instead, I tilt my face up towards him, and the invitation is clear.

Dane doesn’t hesitate.

He leans down and kisses me. Soft. Slow. Gentle. His lips press against mine, and it’s so sweet it’s almost unbearable. My hands find his chest again, fisting his shirt and clinging tight, and a shuddering sigh slips out of me as his mouth moves against mine.

There’s a hunger there, buried under the sweetness. Something deep and desperate. But he’s holding back, restrained, waiting for me to guide him.

He’s letting me control the kiss.

And that’s all it takes. The last little thread of my self-control snaps.

I rise up on tiptoes, kissing him harder, deeper, and Dane meets me with an intensity that sends fire burning through my veins. He kisses me like he’s been starving for this. Like it’s the only thing that matters.

My tongue slides against his, and his hands fist in my hair. He groans against my mouth, and I moan in response, arching into him.

This isn’t sweet anymore. This is fierce, and needy, and so much more than I expected. My head spins, dizzy and breathless, and I never want this moment to end.

Then, before my brain can even register what’s happening, he’s lifting me off my feet and pushing me back against the outer wall of the cabin. My legs wrap around his waist automatically, my thighs cradling his hips, and the hard ridge of his erection presses between my legs.

Oh God, that’s big.

I groan into his mouth, and he answers with a deep growl of his own. His cock flexes, pressing into the soft heat of my core, and the ache there becomes a throb. A pulse of need so fierce it makes me tremble.

His teeth scrape against my bottom lip. His tongue teases mine, and his grip on me tightens, his arms holding me firmly against the wall.

The rough scrape of his stubble against my cheek. The way his big body pins mine, trapping me. God, it’s all so much. Too much. And yet somehow, still not enough.

He kisses me again, and again, and again. Each one longer than the last, each one claiming a little more of me, and I never want it to end.

But then he breaks the kiss, burying his face in the curve of my neck and sucking a deep, open-mouthed kiss to the hollow of my throat. His tongue traces the frantic flutter of my pulse, and my nails bite into his shoulders, clinging tight.

He lifts my t-shirt above my breasts, and I help him by tugging it off over my head completely, throwing it to the ground. At the same time, his hands tug the cups of my bra down to expose my tits. Creamy droplets appear on each of the stiff peaks, and I’m suddenly all too aware of how full and aching I am.

When his hot mouth closes around the left nipple, I arch into him, moaning loudly, and Dane groans against my skin. His tongue sweeps over the sensitive bud, his lips sealing around it and sucking, and the sensation goes straight between my legs.

I feel the pressure building behind my nipple, growing intense until my milk starts flowing into his eager mouth, and I throw my head back with a sigh. The release feels incredible. Like the sweetest kind of relief, and the best kind of pleasure.

It’s hard to believe that, before today, I hadn’t experienced anything else like this. This is only my second time feeding him, but the feeling is addictive. Intimate. Sensual.

My body knows what to do, and his seems to know too. Like this is how we’re meant to be.

Dane sucks greedily, as if he can’t get enough of my sweet nectar, and each pull of his mouth draws another breathy gasp from my lips. Then he switches sides, giving the right nipple the same treatment, and the sound he makes is one of pure bliss.

After a moment, he lifts his head and kisses me again, hard and deep. I can taste myself on his lips. Sweet. Milky. My pussy clenches around nothing, and I grind against his hardness, needing to ease the ache that’s building there.

Dane lets out a ragged groan, grinding back, and the friction is just what I need. I chase it, my movements urgent, and my fingers thread through his hair and tighten, tugging his mouth closer.

“I need you, Clara,” he groans against my lips.

“Then take me,” I whimper. “Please, Dane.”


Chapter Seven
Dane


I place Clara down on her feet only for long enough to grab the blanket that’s been discarded and lay it down flat on the floor, close to the wall of the cabin. She’s trembling, her cheeks flushed pink and her hair wild, but she’s staring up at me with a mixture of trust and hunger in her eyes.

Fuck.

I can’t get enough of this woman.

I close the distance between us once more, my hands pushing her yoga pants down while she reaches behind her back to unclasp her bra. When I crouch down in front of her, helping her step out of her pants, my face is only inches from her core. The sweet scent of her arousal hits me, and my dick hardens further until it’s almost painful.

“Clara,” I say hoarsely. “I need to taste you in a different way now.”

She’s already nodding. “Yes. Please.”

“Hold on to me. Put your weight on me.”

Her hands grip my shoulders, and her breathing hitches as I press my nose to her wet pussy and inhale.

Fuck, she smells like heaven.

My tongue drags through her folds, and her nails dig into my shoulders. She’s soaked. So fucking wet, and she’s dripping with it. My tongue circles her clit, and her legs wobble, the motion forcing her to grip me tighter.

“Dane,” she breathes.

I suck the swollen bud into my mouth and roll it between my teeth.

She gasps, her nails scoring my skin, and the pain just spurs me on.

I lick and suck and nibble and flick my tongue across her clit, driving her higher and higher, until her breaths are coming fast and heavy and she’s grinding herself against my mouth. To help her, I grab her ass cheeks in both my hands, dragging her hips forwards and holding her still so that I can devour her.

“Dane,” she says again.

This time it’s a plea. Her fingers are tangled in my hair now, her knees buckling as her climax nears, and when I glance up at her, I see her lips are parted, her eyes squeezed shut.

“Clara.”

She opens her eyes and looks down at me.

“Come for me.”

I keep eye contact with her as I suck her clit again, and I watch the way her face changes as she falls apart. The way her eyebrows draw together, her eyes widening, her cheeks flushing.

Her orgasm ripples through her, and the sounds she makes... Jesus. They’re going to haunt me forever.

“Dane, oh god. Yes. Yes.”

She’s gripping my head, grinding her pussy against me, and I hold her steady, not letting her go anywhere as her climax continues. I’m rock hard and aching, and I almost come just from watching her.

When the tremors start to subside, I slow, letting her recover. I lick and kiss her gently, and when I finally stand up, she throws her arms around my neck and kisses me, long and hard.

I scoop her up in my arms again before dropping to my knees and lowering her back onto the blanket. I take a moment to study her while I pull my shirt off over my head. She’s spread out before me, naked and gorgeous and everything I’ve ever wanted. Her breasts are full, her nipples stiff peaks, her stomach curved and soft, and her pretty pussy is glistening.

But then she’s pulling herself up into a sitting position, reaching out to grasp my cock through my sweatpants, and I almost fucking lose it.

I let her rub me through the fabric, my head falling back, until I can’t take it any longer. I need to be inside her. Now.

I pull down my sweatpants and her eyes widen as my cock springs free.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispers, but I’m not sure if it’s in awe or fear.

I’m about to reassure her, to promise her I’ll take things slowly, but she wraps her hand around the base of my cock and starts stroking, and any words I might have said are lost in a low groan.

Her palm is soft and warm, and when her thumb swirls across the tip of my cock, I grit my teeth. She strokes up and down, squeezing a little, and then she looks up at me and says, “I’ve never done this before.”

“It feels good, baby,” I manage to moan. “So damn good.”

She smiles, and the sight makes me weak at the knees.

I kneel on the blanket, and she lies back, her legs parting. I lean over her and kiss her, long and slow, our tongues meeting and our breath mingling, and her hands roam across my back and shoulders.

Then I’m reaching between us, gliding my fingers through her slick pussy lips. “I need to stretch you a little first, Clara. So I know you’re ready to take me. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” she says, and there’s such trust in her gaze that I’m nearly undone.

But I’m determined to make this good for her. To be the man she deserves. So I stroke her clit, and her eyelids flutter, her breath catching. Then I press a finger inside her.

She gasps, her inner walls clenching, and I pause, letting her adjust to the sensation. Her breathing becomes faster, and she nods, telling me she’s okay, so I slide a second finger inside her. She’s tight and hot and slick, and the thought of sinking into her has my dick aching.

I move my fingers in and out, and her pussy clamps down, her muscles fluttering, and I know she’s close. Her hips start rocking in time with the movement of my hand, and I keep going until she’s crying out, her second orgasm ripping through her.

Only when the aftershocks have stopped do I line up the head of my cock and press the tip to her entrance. She’s watching me, her expression dazed, and I hold her gaze as I slowly start to push inside her.

The pressure is intense, her body squeezing mine, and I grit my teeth against the urge to fuck her hard and fast.

“Okay?” I ask, my voice strained.

“More,” she demands.

I slide in further, until her pussy clenches, and her nails rake my back.

“Don’t stop,” she gasps.

“Fuck, Clara,” I moan, sinking all the way into her, her tight heat surrounding me.

I lower my body down over hers as much as I dare, wanting to keep her warm while we’re outside, but not wanting to crush her. I hold myself still inside her, letting her adjust, and she’s looking up at me, her pupils dilated, her hair spread out around her, and she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

I’ll fucking kill anyone who tries to take her away from me. I love her, and she’s mine. Anyone who tries to hurt her will be made to regret it.

“You can move,” she says.

I can’t tear my gaze from her as I start to thrust, slow and deep. I’m already on edge, but I want this to last as long as possible. I want to give her everything.

Her hands stroke down my back, her nails raking over the skin, and she wraps her legs around me, changing the angle. The movement forces me even deeper inside her, and she cries out, her body squeezing my dick.

“Harder,” she whispers.

I’m trying not to lose control. I’m trying not to break her. Not to hurt her.

“Dane. Please. More.”

She’s begging me. And it’s impossible to deny her.

My hands tangle in her hair and I pull her head back, kissing her hungrily. My hips slam into hers, and she moans into my mouth, her body writhing beneath me.

Her nails are digging into the backs of my shoulders, and when she starts to shake, her eyes wide, I know she’s close.

I reach between us and find her clit, circling it with the pad of my thumb.

“Yes, Dane. Oh, fuck. Yes!”

She comes hard, and I feel it everywhere.

The way her body tightens. The way her muscles contract, gripping me and sucking me in. The way her mouth parts. The way her eyes are glassy and dazed. The way her skin is flushed.

And then I’m coming too.

My orgasm is drawn out, almost painful, and the pleasure is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I’m emptying myself into her, giving her every part of me, and there’s no turning back now.

There’s no doubt, no hesitation, no fear.

This is the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with. The woman who will bear my children.

I just need to keep her safe for now, until the danger has passed, then we can have a future together.

A future where I will make sure she has everything she could ever dream of. All the happiness in the world.

It’s what my girl deserves.


Chapter Eight
Clara


I jolt awake, my breath catching in my throat.

There’s a sound. A loud mechanical beeping. Then something that sounds a lot like movement coming from outside.

My heart is already racing when I turn and realize Dane isn’t in bed with me. He’s standing at the side of the bed, wearing only a pair of sweatpants, his broad back tensed like he’s made of wire. The glow from his phone screen lights up his face in shades of blue.

I sit up, trying to find my voice. “Dane?”

He doesn’t turn. Just mutters, more to himself than to me. “Northeast sensor has been breached.”

My skin prickles as I clutch the blanket tighter around me. The cold that rushes over me isn’t from the air. It’s dread. Thick, suffocating.

Victor Krause has found me.

“It might be nothing,” he adds quickly, as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

He reaches for the handgun on his bedside table and checks it, before loading it with mechanical precision. I can’t speak. I don’t even know what I’d say.

He pulls a shirt on but doesn’t bother wasting time fastening the buttons, and finally, he looks at me. His eyes are calm but sharp. “Stay here, baby. Lock the door behind me. Don’t open it for anyone but me.”

“Dane...” I whisper. My voice comes out so small that I barely recognize it as my own.

He steps closer and brushes the back of his knuckles over my cheek. “I’ll be back. Remember, do not open that door for anyone else.”

And then he’s gone.

The door clicks shut behind him, and I do as he said. I slide out of bed, my bare feet hitting the floor with a sound that feels too loud. I creep over to the door and throw the deadbolt, then twist the knob lock for good measure. My hands are trembling so much that it takes me longer than I’d like to complete the job.

The room feels too dark, even with the moonlight spilling through the window. My heart is hammering and I draw in shallow, useless breaths as I try not to think about the fact that something is out there. Someone.

I pace the room for a few seconds before realizing I’m still naked from where Dane carried me to his bed after we had amazing sex outside. God, I’m glad our visitors didn’t arrive a few hours earlier, or they would have caught quite a show. I move to the wardrobe and grab the first thing I find, a huge white t-shirt that almost reaches my knees when I pull it on.

Once I’m no longer naked, I crouch by the window and peel back the curtain just enough to see. Outside, the trees shift in the wind, making my breath catch as my mind interprets every movement as a threat. I catch the faintest glimpse of Dane, all muscle and tension, stalking toward the treeline with his gun held out in front of him. He disappears into the darkness without hesitation.

I wait. I watch. I hold my breath. The silence is deafening, the night stretching endlessly, and each minute feels like a year.

And then I hear another sound. The floor creaks under the weight of something, or someone, just outside the bedroom door.

The knock that follows echoes like a gunshot in the silence.

I can’t breathe. I can’t move.

I tell myself it could be Dane. That maybe he looped around and is checking in. But deep down, I know. I stay low, my heart stampeding in my chest as I keep my eyes locked on the door. I’m shaking so hard my teeth knock together. And still, I wait.

Another knock comes, but by now, I know it’s definitely not Dane. He would have called out to me if it was.

The handle turns. The knob rattles once. And then I hear footsteps moving away down the hallway.

I sag against the bed, gasping like I’ve run a mile. He’s gone.

I force myself to believe it. Maybe it was a scare tactic. Maybe he didn’t know I was in this room. Maybe...

A crash shatters every thought.

Glass explodes inward. I scream, covering my face as shards scatter across the floor and the bed. A rock thuds against the dresser, leaving a dent in the wood.

I freeze for only a second. Then I’m moving.

I unlock the door, yank it open, and sprint into the hall barefoot, not even thinking about the mess behind me or the glass that could have cut me to ribbons. There’s no time for that. If someone is climbing in through the window, I need to find a way out of this place.

I don’t get far, though.

An arm wraps around my waist and the air whooshes from my lungs as I am slammed back against the nearest wall. A hand clamps over my mouth before I can make another sound.

I get a look at his face and realize it’s him.

Vincent Krause.

The man from the alley. The man I watched kill someone like he was flicking lint off his coat.

He’s older than me, but not by much. Thirty, maybe. His dark hair is buzzed short, and his eyes are a pale gray that sends a chill straight down my spine. There’s no warmth in his gaze. Only a chilling calculation.

He leers down at me, his breath hot and reeking of old coffee and rot. “You were harder to find than I expected, sweetheart.”

I thrash, twist, try to kick, doing whatever I can to escape his hold on me. But he’s big. Too strong. I can’t even scream.

“Was starting to think I wouldn’t get to clean up this little mess,” he says, and I feel something cold and sharp pressing against my stomach through the cotton of Dane’s t-shirt. Thankfully, it’s not pressing hard enough to cut me. Not yet. “You saw too much. And now you’re the last loose end I need to take care of.”

His hand drops from my mouth so he can shove my shoulders harder into the wall, and I suck in air like it’s going extinct.

“You’re insane,” I manage to choke out. “Dane’s going to come for me. He’ll kill you.”

Krause’s lips curl up into a cruel grin. “You mean that big guy outside? The one who got taken down by two of my men? Pretty sure he’s bleeding in the woods by now. Or already dead.”

My blood runs cold.

No. No, he’s lying. Dane is too strong. Too smart. He can’t be...

But fear latches onto my ribs like a vice.

“You’re gonna pay for making me chase you all over the damn country,” Krause snarls, pressing the blade a little harder against my stomach. “Thought you could hide up here in this tiny little cabin and I’d never find you? I’m going to make you beg, Clara. Then maybe...”

He stops mid-sentence, his body growing stiff. His eyes go wide. Wild. Confused.

Then he slumps, all at once, like a dead weight crashing to the floor.

And behind him...

“Dane.” I barely get the word out.

He stands over Krause’s body, chest heaving, a bloody knife in his hand, face smeared with pain and dirt and fury. His jaw is tight, his eyes locked on me.

“Are you hurt?” he asks, his voice low and raw.

I leap over the body and throw myself into his arms.

“God, Dane,” I sob into his shoulder. “I thought he... I thought you...” I can’t bring myself to say the word.

“I’m here,” he says, his arms closing around me like iron, holding me tight against his body. “I’ve got you. You’re safe now, baby.”


Chapter Nine
Clara


The cabin is crawling with uniforms, but all I can feel is Dane.

His arm stays around my shoulders, steady and solid as concrete, and I can’t stop clinging to his side. Not even for a second. I don’t care that he’s still got smudges of dried blood on his shirt. He’s warm and alive, and that’s all I need.

He speaks in low tones to the officer in front of him. I catch words like “self-defense” and “he’s not getting up again.”

Krause is gone.

There’s no body bag in sight anymore. No sign of the other two who apparently came with him. And in Dane’s bedroom, the shattered glass has all been taken care of and the broken window boarded up. All that’s left is a team of tired men and women packing up the last of their gear.

It’s over. It’s really, truly over.

I exhale like I’ve been holding my breath for days, and my knees go weak at the same time. Dane catches me instantly, tightening his grip. His big hand smooths down my side like he knows exactly how close I am to breaking.

“I’ve got you,” he whispers, his lips brushing against my temple. “I’m right here.”

The last officer gives him a nod, mutters something about a report being filed, and then they’re gone. Just like that.

I look up into his eyes, and the dam breaks.

“I thought I was going to lose you,” I whisper. The tears come hot and fast now, blurring everything, running down my cheeks and soaking into the front of his shirt as I hide my face against his chest. “I thought he’d... God, Dane, I thought I’d never see you again.”

He wraps both arms around me and holds me tight.

“I know,” he says, his voice rough and quiet. “I was scared too, baby. Especially when I saw that he’d got to you. But we’re here. You’re safe.”

His hand cups my face, his thumb brushing the tears away like it hurts him to see them.

“I love you,” I breathe. The words tumble out before I can even think about them. But it doesn’t matter. It’s true.

He goes perfectly still, his expression unreadable, his gaze locked on mine.

“Clara,” he whispers, and something flickers in his eyes. “Baby.”

“You don’t have to say it back,” I blurt out, desperate. “It’s fine. I know things are crazy, and it’s fast, and...”

“Clara.”

His voice is a command now. Sharp and certain, and when his mouth meets mine, my world narrows to just us. Just him and me.

He kisses me, and I melt.

When he finally pulls back, he cups my cheek again, his thumb stroking my bottom lip.

“I’m crazy in love with you, Clara.”

“You are?”

He nods, a smile lighting up his eyes. “I have been since the first second I saw you. There’s nothing that can change that. And now that this is over, there’s nothing standing between us.”

“We’re free,” I whisper.

“We’re free.” He leans down and brushes his lips against mine. “Now, let’s get some rest. It’s been a long night.”

I nod and take his hand in mine, guiding him gently towards my bedroom, my fingers laced tight with his like I’m afraid to let go of him. And maybe I am.

“Sit,” I tell him softly when we enter the room.

He hesitates for half a heartbeat, like he’s about to argue, but one look at me and he obeys. He lowers himself onto the edge of the bed with a tired groan, and I move to stand between his knees.

My fingers go to the hem of his shirt.

“Clara,” he starts, but I shake my head.

“I just want to look. I need to see you. Make sure you’re okay.”

He lets me. I lift the fabric carefully, inch by inch, revealing skin that’s marred with bruises already blooming purple and blue across his ribs. There’s a scratch along his side, but thankfully it’s not deep. Just red and angry-looking.

My breath catches and I drop to my knees in front of him, pressing a kiss just below one dark bruise.

“You fought so hard for me.”

“And I’d do it again, Clara,” he says, his voice low. “You know I would.”

I nod and lean forward, brushing my lips over another mark on his ribs. Then another. My hands glide over the skin I just kissed, gentle and careful, as if I can soothe away any pain with just my touch.

The air slowly shifts between us with each reverent kiss, moving from soft affection to something deeper. To something more intense. But still so careful. So full of love.

“You don’t have to do this,” Dane says in a rough voice, his eye’s heavy lidded as he watches me trail kisses down over the ridges of his abs.

I look up at him. “But I want to,” I whisper. “Please let me take care of you.”

My hands travel to the waistband of his sweatpants, and he lets out a low groan as he braces his hands on the bed and lifts his hips for me. I pull the fabric down, inch by inch, freeing his erection, which springs free, already thick and heavy and hard.

My fingers wrap around him, and I give him a few slow strokes, feeling the weight of him in my hand. His head falls back and his breathing grows ragged, his abs clenching and his hips thrusting slightly into my fist.

Then I lower my head and run the flat of my tongue over the underside of his cock. He tastes salty, and slightly bitter, but not unpleasant.

“Fuck, Clara,” he hisses. “Yes.”

I suck the head into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the tip, and he groans, his hand reaching for my hair. He doesn’t pull or tug, though. Just strokes my hair as I slowly bob my head up and down, taking him deeper each time.

He’s a lot to handle, and the muscles in my jaw ache from trying to fit all of him in my mouth. But even though it’s my first time doing this, I’m determined. I keep going, hollowing my cheeks as I suck, and his breath becomes ragged, his fingers tangling in my hair.

“Stop,” he says roughly, his hand cupping my chin and lifting my head.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, suddenly worried that I’ve done something wrong.

“Nothing. Fuck, that felt good.” He groans. “But if you keep going, I’m going to come.”

“But... isn’t that the point?” I ask.

His lips curl up into a grin. “Yes, but I want to come inside you, baby. I want to feel your hot little pussy squeezing my dick when I come.”

My insides flood with heat, and I rise on shaky legs, already reaching for the hem of his t-shirt that I’m still wearing. I pull it off over my head, enjoying the way his eyes darken when I reveal my naked body to him.

Then I place a hand in the center of his broad chest and gently push him backwards until he’s lying flat on the bed.

Dane chuckles when I climb on top of him. “Is someone in a take charge mood tonight?”

“No,” I say, feeling heat rush up into my face. “But I am in the mood to take care of you after you took such good care of me tonight. Is that okay?”

“More than okay, baby. Whatever you want.”

I lean forward, brushing a gentle kiss over his lips, and he reaches up, palming my breast, rolling the nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

I sit up again, positioning myself over him, and then sink down onto his length, gasping as he fills me.

“Christ, Clara. You feel so good,” he says, his hands going to my hips, urging me to move.

I rock against him, letting him guide my movements, his fingers digging into my hips as I ride him. His cock drags deliciously along the front wall of my pussy, hitting that spot that makes fireworks go off behind my eyelids.

But I remind myself that this isn’t about me. It’s about Dane. My hero. My protector. The man I’m crazy about.

So I lean forward, brushing my nipple against his lips, and he moans as he takes the hard little bud into his mouth. I keep rocking against him, and he sucks harder, until I feel the release of pressure as my milk begins to flow.

Dane lets out a guttural groan and sucks harder as he drinks from me. It’s such a strange, primal, intimate sensation, and I gasp at the pleasure that pulses through me.

“You taste so fucking sweet, Clara,” Dane growls, and his hands slide around to my ass, urging me to rock faster against him. “Keep riding me, baby. Just like that. It feels so damn good.”

“I want to make you come,” I whimper. “I want it inside me. Filling me.”

I know he already filled me with his cum earlier in the evening, but that was a heat of the moment thing. This time, though, I know I want it. I want a life with Dane. A life filled with love and lots of babies.

“Are you sure, baby?” he groans, before taking my other nipple into his mouth and sucking hungrily, drawing out hot spurts of milk which he quickly swallows down.

“So sure, Dane. I want to start a family with you. Now. Tonight.”

“Yes,” he hisses, his head dropping back against the pillow. “God, yes, baby.”

I move faster, riding him, chasing the high that’s hovering just out of reach. His grip on my ass tightens, and he thrusts his hips up, driving himself into me with a rough grunt.

“Clara,” he pants. “Baby, I’m close.”

“Me too,” I moan, grinding down on him, rocking my hips faster, my orgasm building inside me.

“That’s it,” he grunts. “Fuck, Clara, you feel so good. Milk me, baby. Come on my cock and squeeze my dick. Make me fill your womb with my seed.”

The dirty talk pushes me over the edge, and I cry out as pleasure bursts inside me.

“Dane!”

“Come on, baby. Yes, Clara. Just like that,” he grunts, pumping his hips wildly.

I ride him, my orgasm pulsing through me, wave after wave of bliss crashing over me. His hands clamp down hard on my ass, his cock throbbing inside me, and then he’s coming. Hot, sticky spurts fill me, coating my walls.

“Oh God,” I moan. “That feels so good.”

“So fucking good,” he groans, thrusting into me, his hips slowing their rhythm until they stop altogether.

I collapse on top of him, both of us panting, and we stay like that for a while, catching our breath.

“I love you,” he whispers. “I can’t wait to see how beautiful you look when you’re round with our baby. How sexy you’ll be when your breasts are filled with even more milk.”

“I love you too,” I murmur. “And I can’t wait either.”

“It’s all ours, Clara,” he says, pressing a kiss against my temple. “We’ll get our happily ever after.”

“I know we will,” I say.

And I really mean it.

Because now, we’re free.


Epilogue
Clara


One year later:

The morning light spills through the cabin windows, buttery and soft, touching everything like a blessing. I pause in the doorway, one hand resting on the swell of my belly, the other cradling a warm mug of tea. The air smells like pine and sawdust and sunshine, and I take a long, contented breath.

Outside on the porch, Dane is shirtless, because of course he is. I’m starting to think his favorite hobby is being a walking temptation. He’s hunched over a half-finished crib, carefully sanding down the edges. His muscles bunch and stretch with every movement, his jaw tight in concentration, a pencil tucked behind one ear.

I don’t move. I just watch him, my heart so full it might burst.

At my feet, Bear, our newly adopted mutt who thinks he’s a lapdog despite weighing seventy pounds, lifts his head and nudges my leg with his nose. I reach down and ruffle his ear, murmuring. “Yeah, I know. He’s a sight, isn’t he?”

Bear yawns like I’ve said something obvious and settles back down, his tail thumping once on the floorboards.

I sip my tea, my eyes still fixed on the man I love. He’s so focused, so careful with every detail. Watching him build something for our baby, with his own hands, does things to me I don’t have words for.

Eventually, he glances up and catches me staring. A grin spreads slow and lazy across his face.

“You know,” he calls, voice low and teasing, “if you keep looking at me like that, I’m never gonna finish this crib.”

I step out into the sun and lean against the porch post, smiling back. “If you don’t want me to look, you should maybe consider not showing off all those sexy muscles of yours.”

He chuckles and straightens, stretching his arms over his head, showing off like the mouth-watering menace he is. My gaze drops automatically to the way his abs tighten, and I bite the inside of my cheek. I’m supposed to be the one glowing right now, and yet somehow, he’s the one radiating with raw masculinity.

Dane sets the sander down and walks towards me, stopping just close enough to press a kiss to my forehead, then one to my mouth, then another to my belly.

“Morning, little one,” he murmurs. “Your mama’s staring at me like I’m breakfast again.”

I laugh and run my fingers through his hair. “Can you blame me?”

He’s grinning when he rises to his feet once more, wrapping his arm around me to pull me close. I nuzzle into the warmth of his body, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. “You’re going to be such a good dad.”

Dane’s hand slides gently over my belly. “Only because you are going to be an amazing mom.”

We stay like that for a few more seconds before Bear lets out a bark and trots over to us, wagging his tail and sniffing the air. I pull away from Dane’s hold, laughing.

“Let’s take him for a walk,” Dane says. “He’s going to burst if we don’t.”

I nod. “And I could use the movement. I think your kid is doing backflips in here.”

He helps me into my coat, pulling it gently over my shoulders, then grabs Bear’s leash. Not that the dog needs it. Bear barrels into the clearing at the mere mention of a walk, barking joyfully and crashing towards the trees like the world is made just for him.

I slip my hand into Dane’s as we follow. We take the long trail behind the cabin, the one that winds between the trees and dips down by the creek. Bear bounds ahead, crashing through the underbrush like a four-legged wrecking ball, tongue lolling and tail wagging.

“You okay?” Dane asks.

I glance up at him. “I’m pregnant. Not fragile.”

“I didn’t say you were,” he says, that small smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.

We walk in silence for a while. The birds chirp and the leaves whisper overhead. Bear finds a stick three times his length and drags it proudly towards us, one end of it dragging along the ground behind him.

I laugh, and Dane does too, and the sound of it feels like home.

It hits me out of nowhere that this is my life now. This peace. This man. The baby growing inside me. We survived something brutal, and somehow, we came out the other side stronger. Softer, in all the right places.

A lump forms in my throat, thick with love and pregnancy hormones and everything we’ve fought for to get here. “We’re really doing it, huh? A whole life.”

Dane stops walking and turns to face me. “Yeah. And I want to ask you something.”

My heart kicks. “Okay...”

He drops to one knee in the middle of the forest trail, and my hands fly to my mouth. Bear watches on, still keeping a firm grip on his stick the whole time.

Dane pulls a small velvet box from his pocket, looking up at me with the most loving expression I’ve ever seen on his face.

“I’ve been waiting for the right moment to ask you, but I don’t want to wait anymore.” He opens the box. Inside is a ring so simple and beautiful it takes my breath away. “Clara, you’re my everything, and I swear I never thought I’d love anybody as much as I love you. Will you marry me?”

Tears fill my eyes instantly. “Of course I will. Yes. Yes!”

He slips the ring onto my finger and stands just in time for me to launch into his arms, laughing through my tears. Bear has finally dropped his stick and is barking like he’s part of the celebration, too.

Dane holds me like he never intends to let go... and I hope he never does.
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Chapter One
Mira


“He followed me home again last night.”

I say it as calmly as I can, even though my fingernails are basically denting the hell out of the chair arms. I sound calm. That’s what matters, right? If I sound like I’ve got it together, maybe he’ll actually listen this time.

Dean Carver doesn’t even glance up from his stupid stack of papers. I could tell him I set the science building on fire and he’d probably still finish whatever form he’s signing before reacting.

I shift in my seat. “He was standing by the bike racks again. Same place, same time. Waited for me after class. I took the long way around, tried to lose him, but when I looked back... yep. Still there. Just smiling like it wasn’t totally weird for him to be following a few paces behind me.”

Finally, he looks up. Slow. Tired. Like I’m the one exhausting him.

“Mira,” he says, folding his hands on the desk like he’s about to deliver some grandfatherly life advice. “Brandon’s a good kid. He’s just… enthusiastic. Young men don’t always know how to express themselves properly.”

Wait. What?

I blink. “Enthusiastic? You’re calling following me home enthusiastic?”

He gives me this patient little smile that makes me want to scream. “He probably just has a crush. You’re a very pretty girl. These things can get misinterpreted.”

Okay, deep breath. Don’t leap across the desk to slap the Dean. That’s probably frowned upon.

“This isn’t a high school hallway note with a check-yes-or-no box,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “He sends me emails at three in the morning. Long ones. Descriptive. Gross. He waits outside my class. Waits outside the bathroom when I’m using it. I’ve even seen him creeping about outside my dorm building in the middle of the night. He’s not just being awkward. He’s fixated.”

Dean Carver’s smile tightens. Barely. But I catch it.

“You should take it as a compliment,” he says after a beat. “My son doesn’t show interest in just anyone.”

And there it is.

My stomach drops, and I suddenly feel like I’ve been shoved into a snow globe someone’s shaking way too hard.

Of course. Brandon Carver. The over-confident, dead-eyed guy who keeps turning up wherever I go is the Dean’s son. I feel stupid for not putting two and two together before now.

That’s why nobody’s helped. That’s why the advisor brushed me off. That’s why the campus security guy practically sprinted away from the conversation when I brought it up. He’s untouchable.

“You’re kidding, right?” I ask, because I can’t not. “I come in here telling you your son is making me feel unsafe, and your response is basically ‘boys will be boys’?”

He sighs, like I’m the one being unreasonable. “You haven’t said he’s threatened you. Or touched you.”

I laugh. It sounds kind of wild, even to me. “Yet.”

He leans back, steeples his fingers like he’s done his duty now. “I’ll talk to him.”

Great. Can’t wait for that little chat to make everything ten times worse.

I stand. My legs are wobbly, but I fake steady like a pro.

“Thanks,” I mutter, already halfway to the door. “Super helpful talk.”

As soon as I step into the hallway, I pull my phone out of my pocket and open the housing site I bookmarked last night. My heart’s pounding like a jackhammer.

I’m done. If nobody at the college is going to help me, I’m going to help myself by moving off campus. I have a scholarship and a part-time job at the library. I’ll be fine.

I’ll be safer.

And right now, that’s the only thing that matters.

***

I double check the address for the third time, like maybe it’s going to change on me. But nope, this is it.

I knew this place was going to be perfect for me as soon as I saw the ad. A cozy over-garage apartment. Private entrance. Quiet neighborhood. Affordable rent. And most importantly, it’s available immediately.

I look up at the house. It’s not what I expected. Not in a bad way. It’s just... different. The garage is a big, solid thing with a fire engine red door, which feels kind of fitting, considering this was listed by a firefighter. It’s attached to a matching brick house with a neatly trimmed yard and a “don’t even think about walking on my grass” vibe.

It’s masculine. Not the wannabe frat-boy kind. More like a real man lives here. A man with heavy boots and calloused hands. Someone who chops wood and probably doesn’t even flinch when it starts raining mid-task.

I exhale, grip the steering wheel one last time, and shove my door open.

Okay. I’m doing this. No turning back.

I step out, instantly aware of how wrinkled my hoodie is and how my hair is doing that frizzy halo thing it always does when I’m stressed. I smooth it down, tug at the hem of my sweatshirt, and glance up.

And there he is.

The man from the listing. Or... the mountain of a man, I guess. Because holy hell.

He steps out of the front door like he’s walking out of a slow-motion scene in a firefighter calendar. He’s tall. No, huge. Broad shoulders. Chest like a damn stone wall. Black T-shirt stretched across muscles that definitely took years of hard work at the gym. His jeans sit low on narrow hips, faded and worn. There’s silver streaking through the sides of his dark hair, but it only makes him look even more dangerous. Sharp jaw. Thick forearms. Quiet intensity radiating off him in waves.

My brain goes totally blank.

“Hi,” I say, then immediately regret it because it comes out sounding like someone elbowed me in the solar plexus.

“You Mira?” he asks, voice low and gravelly, like it gets stuck in his chest before it comes out.

My name sounds different coming from him. Thicker. Heavier. Like something sacred.

“Yeah,” I manage, though it comes out breathier than I mean it to. “That’s me.”

He nods once, slow. Doesn’t smile. Doesn’t frown either. He just… watches me.

And my body, like the traitor it is, reacts to all that silent intensity. My thighs clench. My chest feels too tight. Every nerve ending in me is suddenly awake and tuned to him. Like he’s a magnet and I’m a compass needle that’s been spinning in the wrong direction until now.

“I’m Brock,” he says. Just that. No last name. No handshake. Just this voice like smoke and gravel and sex.

“Hi,” I say again, because I’m an idiot. My mouth is dry and my palms are sweating. Jesus, Mira, get a grip.

“You’re here for the apartment, right?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah. It looked perfect in the listing.”

He glances toward the garage, like he’s double-checking it’s still standing. “It’s quiet. Private entrance. Clean.”

“It said furnished?”

He looks back at me. “Bed, dresser, little table. Stove and mini fridge. It’s not much, but you’ll have your own space.”

There’s a beat. His gaze dips for just a second to my mouth, and my breath hitches. Did he just…? No, I’m probably imagining it.

My heart’s pounding so loud I’m worried he can hear it. My skin feels too warm. My nipples are tight beneath my bra, completely betraying me, and I want to cross my arms over them to hide my reaction to him, but also… I kind of want him to notice.

Which is insane. I just met him. But God, he’s unreal. This man looks like he could carry me with one arm and lift big, heavy weights with the other, all without breaking a sweat. And he’s older. Thirty-something, maybe pushing forty. That just makes it worse. Or better.

Definitely better.

“You working?” he asks.

I blink. “Sorry?”

“Are you at school or do you have a job?” he clarifies.

“Oh, both,” I say, clearing my throat. “I’m an art major, and I have a part-time job at the library, too.”

His brow lifts slightly, like he’s curious, but he doesn’t push.

“I’m quiet,” I blurt. “I mean, I keep to myself. I don’t throw parties or anything. And I’m super clean. Neat. Like, probably too neat.”

Shut up, Mira. Shut up.

He crosses his arms, biceps flexing against the sleeves of his T-shirt, and I want to melt into a puddle right there on the lawn.

He looks me over. Slowly. Thoroughly. My whole body tenses in anticipation.

When his eyes lock with mine again, they seem even darker.

“It’s yours,” he says.

And that’s that.

No interview. No credit check. No references. Just those two words.

I stare at him, my pulse racing.

“I have a good feeling about you,” he says, his voice dropping lower. Deeper. Like he’s telling me a secret.

My face is burning. My body is burning. I’m pretty sure I’m not even breathing anymore.

I clear my throat and nod, trying to look composed. “Okay. Great. Umm, I know it said in the ad that it’s available immediately, but is now too soon for me to move in?”

He shrugs one massive shoulder. “Now works.”

Holy crap. Okay. That’s perfect.

I force myself to take a slow breath and smile. “Okay, yeah, let’s do it.”

One side of his mouth tips up, and he gestures to the garage. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”


Chapter Two
Brock


I pretend the coffee’s hot. Pretend I haven’t been standing at this window for an hour, doing absolutely nothing productive on my day off. The mug is heavy in my hand, cooling faster than I can drink it. Not that I’m really trying.

Truth is, I’ve barely moved since she left this morning.

Mira.

She waved goodbye on her way to class, her hair a messy blonde halo in the sun, and I stood right here and watched her walk away in the direction of the nearby college.

And I haven’t done a single damn thing since.

There’s a list of stuff I could’ve taken care of. Chores, a workout, that damn gutter I keep pretending isn’t sagging. But none of it holds a candle to the way it feels just thinking about her.

It hasn’t even been a full day yet.

Less than twenty-four hours of her living over my garage, and I’m already crawling out of my skin. I knew I was fucked the second I opened the door and saw her standing there. This sweet, nervous thing with flushed cheeks and the prettiest fucking mouth I’ve ever seen.

And now here I am, waiting like a lunatic, drinking lukewarm coffee and counting the minutes until she comes back.

She’s so young. Bright-eyed, hopeful. There’s something delicate about her that makes my chest ache, and it’s not just because I want her. I do. God, I do. But it’s more than that.

It’s this bone-deep instinct to shield her from everything. To stand between her and whatever the hell put that fear in her eyes. She might have thought she was doing a good job hiding that fear from me, but she didn’t. I’ve seen too much of it in my life to ever mistake it for anything else.

And maybe it’s this overwhelming need to protect her that’s got me so twisted up.

It’s been years since Laurel. Years since I let anyone in far enough to get close. She wanted a different life than the one I could give her. She wanted security, a family, a man who wouldn’t disappear for two-day shifts at the firehouse and come home smelling like smoke and adrenaline.

And Laurel knew, the same as I did, that I’d never be that guy. Not for her.

Because I didn’t love her the way a man should love the woman he’s planning to build a life with. Not deeply. Not hopelessly. Not in a way that made everything else fall away.

But this thing with Mira?

It’s not even a thing yet, and it already feels like it’s consuming me whole.

I’ve never wanted anything the way I want her.

I should be ashamed of how I look at her. How I think about her. But I’m not. I’ve been dead inside for too long. And then she showed up… and everything came back to life.

I almost miss her when I pull my phone out of my pocket to check the time. But when I look back, there she is. Mira.

Walking down the sidewalk with a little sway in her hips that she probably doesn’t even realize she has. Her hair is loose today, tumbling over her shoulders like she’s just shaken it out. The sun catches in the soft waves, turning gold to something closer to fire.

I grip the edge of the windowsill without meaning to.

She’s wearing these tiny denim shorts that make my brain short-circuit. Legs for days, smooth and pale and practically begging to be touched. The pink t-shirt knotted at her waist doesn’t help either. It’s innocent, almost girly, but snug enough to hint at every curve.

Jesus.

I’m a grown man. I should know better. I do know better. But knowing doesn’t stop my body from reacting.

Heat rolls through me like a punch to the gut. My pulse kicks up. Something low and dark curls inside me. Something possessive and primal and hungry.

I shift my stance, try to breathe through it. Nothing helps. My cock is rock hard, straining against my jeans in a way that’s painful, but I ignore it, focusing all my attention on her.

She’s smiling at something. Maybe at a thought, or maybe the music playing through those earbuds I can barely see, and I feel it like a blow to the chest. Just that small, happy expression on her face is enough to light me up from the inside.

Fuck.

She’s not just beautiful. She’s radiant. Sweet in a way that makes me ache. And strong in ways she probably hasn’t even figured out yet.

She probably doesn’t even realize what she’s doing to me.

She disappears around the side of the house, headed toward the garage apartment. I’m just about to go out and “check in”, which is a polite way of saying find a reason to see her again, when I catch movement out of the corner of my eye.

Someone’s coming. Fast.

I turn fully to face the street, and that’s when I see him.

College-aged, maybe a little older. Scrawny but cocky. Baseball cap pulled low over his brow. His eyes are locked on the path Mira just took.

He doesn’t hesitate. Doesn’t glance at the house. He’s heading straight for the garage apartment. He’s got his sights set on Mira like she is the prey he’s hunting.

My entire body goes still. Tense. Alert.

I don’t know who the fuck he is, but I know something is wrong.

I’m already walking through the kitchen to the back of the house when I hear Mira’s voice through the window that’s open a crack.

“Just get off me, Brandon! Let me go.”

My blood goes cold. Then hot.

I put my half-empty mug down on the counter, and I’m already out the door.

I round the corner of the house, boot heels pounding against concrete. The sun’s dipping low, casting long shadows across the yard, and right there, in the middle of it, is that bastard who was obviously following her home.

He’s got Mira by the arm. Gripping her. Pushing her towards the garage apartment while she tries to shove him back. Her eyes are wide, terrified.

He’s got his hands on her. No. No fucking way.

I don’t think. I don’t speak. I just move. One long stride, then another, and I’ve got a fistful of his shirt.

“Hey...” he starts, but I couldn’t give a fuck what he’s about to say.

I yank him back hard, the fabric bunching in my fist as I slam him against the brick wall of the garage.

There’s a sharp crack. Could be the wall. Could be his bones. I don’t care.

He tries to sputter out something, an excuse or maybe some kind of protest, but I lean in close. My voice drops into something dark and dangerous, just for him.

“Touch her again, and I’ll break every bone in your body. Then I’ll bury you so deep nobody’ll find what’s left.”

His mouth opens, but nothing comes out. Just a little choking noise as I let him go with a shove.

He stumbles, clutching his side, eyes wide with fear.

“Y-you’re insane,” he mutters, but he’s already backing away.

I take one slow, deliberate step after him. Then another. Letting him feel the weight of me. The promise behind the threat.

He gets the message and turns to run.

I turn back to Mira and she’s just standing there. Frozen. Like her mind hasn’t caught up to her body yet. Like she hasn’t realized he’s gone.

“Mira.”

She just flinch at my voice, just blinks slow and glassy-eyed. Her breaths come out fast and shallow.

I take a step towards her, slow and steady, not wanting to spook her.

“You okay?”

She obviously isn’t. I know she’s not okay. But I need her to talk. I need her to come back to me.

She lets out a sound that’s half-laugh, half-sob, and wipes at her face like she’s only just realized she’s crying.

“God,” she mutters, her voice cracking. “I’m fine. It’s... I’m fine.”

But her hands are shaking, and her shoulders curl in on themselves like she’s trying to make herself small.

She’s definitely not fine.

“Mira,” I say again, firmer now.

She shakes her head. Then everything just spills out of her in a rush, like I’ve punctured the dam.

“He’s been following me. Everywhere. Waiting for me after class. Whispering shit when he passes me in the halls. Sending me creepy long emails telling me all the disgusting things he wants to do to me.” Her voice trembles, and so does the rest of her. “I told the school. I told the housing office. Hell, I told the damn dean.”

I go still. “And?”

Her laugh is bitter this time, sharp and broken. “They told me he’s just awkward. That I should be flattered. That he has a crush.”

She looks up at me now, her eyes swimming with tears. “He’s the dean’s son, so nobody will do anything to stop it.”

My jaw clenches. Something deep in my chest goes tight and hot and full of violence.

She hugs her arms around herself like she’s trying to hold everything in. “I didn’t know what else to do. I thought if I moved off campus, maybe he’d leave me alone.”

“You shouldn’t have had to.”

“I know.” Her voice breaks. “But no one would listen. And I didn’t want to make it worse.”

She’s crying harder now. Shoulders shaking. The kind of crying that comes when you’ve been holding it in for too long.

I can’t stand it.

I step forward and wrap my arms around her before I even think. Just scoop her in and pull her to my chest. She’s small. Soft. She fits against me like she’s meant to be there.

And for a second, she doesn’t move. Doesn’t fight it. Then she sinks into me like her bones can’t hold her up anymore.

I wrap both arms tighter around her, one hand sliding up to cradle the back of her head, the other spread across her back. She trembles beneath my hands, breathing hard and fast through her tears, like she’s trying to get control but losing the battle.

“You’re safe now,” I murmur against her hair. “I’ve got you.”

She nods into my chest, but I feel the tension still coiled tight in her.

Then suddenly, she stiffens. Her breath catches. A broken, wet little gasp escapes her lips.

She jerks back a step, and her arm flies across her chest like she’s trying to hide something.

“Mira?”

She doesn’t answer. Just looks down at herself... and then I see it.

Dark spots. Two of them. Blooming fast across the front of her pale pink shirt, right over her breasts.

For a second, I don’t understand.

And then... oh. Oh fuck.

My whole body locks down. Every muscle. Every thought.

It’s milk. She’s leaking right here in front of me.

I’ve got no idea why she might be lactating, but I don’t care. My mouth goes dry. My pulse hits hard, low in my gut.

She’s still crying, still trying to cover herself with both arms now, but my brain’s barely processing anything except that image burned behind my eyes.

Her milk. My girl is full. Overfull. Dripping with a sweet, nourishing cream that is all meant to be mine.

Need flares through me, hot and sudden and so raw it almost knocks the breath from my chest. It’s not just arousal, though that’s there too, sharp and undeniable. It’s deeper than that. Fiercer. Something possessive and primal.

I want to protect her, yes. But also… I want to take care of her. Feed from her. Ease the ache I know she’s feeling.

She looks up and sees where my eyes are locked. Her face goes completely red.

“I... I’m sorry,” she chokes out, then spins and bolts toward the apartment.

“Mira...”

But the door slams before I can say anything else.

And I’m left standing on the lawn with my hands clenched at my sides, heart pounding, cock hard as granite, and one single thought echoing through my head.

I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want her. She’s the one. She’s mine, even if she doesn’t know it yet.


Chapter Three
Brock


I shouldn’t be here. But I’ve never let a little thing like that stop me before.

I’m parked half a block from the edge of campus, just far enough to be out of view, just close enough to see Mira.

She’s sitting on a patch of grass, legs crossed, a textbook open in her lap and her head tilted as she reads. The sun catches the golden strands in her hair. She tucks one behind her ear absently, eyes narrowed in concentration.

It should be innocent. Just a girl doing her work in the sun. But nothing about Mira is innocent to me anymore.

It’s been one day. One goddamn day since I held her while she cried. One day since she told me about how all the people in power at her college are on the side of the piece of shit who makes her feel afraid. One day since I saw the wet spots bloom on her shirt and felt something inside me snap.

And now I can’t stop thinking about her. It’s been that way ever since I saw her, but last night, I decided she’s mine, and now I won’t be able to rest until she knows that.

I barely slept last night. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her. Heard her voice. Felt her trembling in my arms.

She’s got her hair in a ponytail today. Pink hoodie zipped halfway up over some tiny little tank top, legs bare in those cut-off shorts that make my mouth go dry. Her knees are scuffed like she tripped earlier, and I want to find whatever made her fall and burn it to ash.

I’m not proud of how far I’ve gone. Following her here. Watching from the shadows like a goddamn stalker. No better than Brandon, really.

But after yesterday? After that prick had his hands on her?

There’s no way I’m just sitting at home. Not when she’s out here alone. Not when that asshole could still be lurking, still thinking about getting close to her again.

No. If he shows up, I’m going to be here to take care of her the way everyone at the college refuses to.

And if he touches her again, I’m going to make sure it’s the last thing he ever does.

She shifts on the grass, stretching her legs out and flipping a page. Her face softens in the sunlight. Relaxed. At peace.

She has no idea I’m here. No idea what she’s doing to me. No idea how close I am to losing control.

I rest one hand on the steering wheel, the other curled tight on my thigh. Trying to breathe. Trying to stay still.

Then I see him. Brandon.

That smug little bastard comes strolling out of one of the campus buildings like he owns the world. He’s alone and walking straight toward her.

My body goes cold, and I’m already halfway out of the car before he reaches her.

She doesn’t see him yet. Still focused on her book. But he’s closing in fast.

I step out from between two parked cars and onto the sidewalk, eyes locked on him.

He says something to her. I can’t hear it. Her head snaps up, and I see her flinch. See the way her spine straightens. The way her hands curl into fists on top of the pages.

She doesn’t want him there.

My feet are already moving. I’m ready to tear him limb from limb.

But then, he looks past her, his gaze landing on me, and even from here, I can see the way he pales. And just like that, the confidence drains right off his face.

He takes a step back, and I keep walking. Not fast. Just steady. Wanting him to know I won’t back down.

He turns, then starts running.

Mira watches him for a moment, a look of confusion on her face, then she starts looking around for what spooked him.

Her eyes land on me. My heart stutters and I stop moving.

Shit. She’s going to know I’ve been following her. She’s going to think I’m just like that fucking creep who won’t leave her alone. And maybe she’s right. But I’d never hurt her the way Brandon tried to last night.

All I want is to keep her safe.

I keep expecting her confused expression to morph to anger the longer we spend looking at each across the short distance between us. But it doesn’t.

She just looks... puzzled. Like she can’t work out why I’m here. Or what to think about the fact that I am.

I brace myself, because she’s getting up.

Her book slides closed as she stands, brushing grass from the back of her shorts, her bag slung over one shoulder. She grabs the textbook and walks toward me slowly, hesitant but curious.

My throat tightens. Muscles coiled.

She’s going to ask me what I’m doing here. Why I followed her. But I don’t have a good answer. Only the truth.

That I can’t stop watching her. Can’t stop needing her.

And I’m not sorry at all.


Chapter Four
Mira


I see him before I even register what I’m looking at.

One second, I’m still trying to process how Brandon slithered away without saying more than three words, and the next, my eyes catch on a shape by the edge of the parking lot. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Wearing a gray t-shirt I recognize.

Brock.

My feet slow as I walk, my heart kicking up a confused little stutter. What… what is he doing here?

He’s standing half in shadow beneath a cluster of tall oaks, his arms loose by his sides, but there’s nothing casual about the way he’s holding himself. He looks like he’s carved from tension. His eyes locked on me like I’m the only thing in the world.

I stop halfway down the path, blinking. The campus isn’t small. And Brock has no reason to be here. None that I can think of.

Unless…

I shake the thought off. No. That would be insane. Right? He couldn’t have followed me here.

Except it kind of makes sense.

My throat tightens, but not the way it does when Brandon corners me. This is something else. Something hot and strange that hums down my spine and curls in the pit of my stomach. I don’t feel afraid.

I feel seen.

When I reach him, he doesn’t say anything at first. Just stares down at me, almost like he’s afraid of what I might be about to say to him.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, trying to sound casual, but my voice comes out too soft. Too unsure.

His eyes flick down the path I just came from, then back to me. “Can we talk somewhere private?”

“Okay…” I say, drawing the word out, still trying to get a read on him.

He nods toward the truck parked behind him. “Come sit with me?”

I hesitate. Just for a second. Then I nod and follow him without another word.

The cab is warm, quiet. A cocoon of silence away from the buzz of campus. I settle into the passenger seat, careful not to look at him too much, but it’s impossible not to notice the scent of him. Cedar, soap, and something warmer. Something entirely him. My hands curl in my lap, and I fight the urge to stare at the way his fingers wrap around the steering wheel, knowing that if I do, I won’t be able to stop myself from thinking about what it would feel like if he touched me with them.

He doesn’t start the engine. Instead, he turns toward me, eyes sharp and unreadable. And then he just… says it.

“I followed you here.”

My breath catches. I’d suspected it, but I hadn’t expected him to be so open about it.

“I know that sounds bad,” he says, voice low, steady. “But I couldn’t help it. After what happened yesterday, the idea of him trying something again and me not being there...” His jaw tightens. “I couldn’t handle it.”

I stare at him, stunned. He doesn’t look guilty. He looks haunted. As if the thought alone is enough to drive him crazy.

“I’ve been thinking about you,” he says, softer now. “Since the second you first turned up at my house. It’s like… something woke up in me. Something I thought had died a long time ago.”

My heart is pounding so loudly I swear he must hear it. I should feel weird about this. I should. If it were Brandon sitting here, saying these things, I’d be crawling out of my skin.

But this… this is different.

Brandon’s obsession made me feel really uncomfortable. But Brock’s intensity feels different. He wants to keep me safe, while I know Brandon would do whatever it takes to get me alone. From the outside, the actions might look the same, but the intentions held by each of them are very different.

“I’ve been thinking about you too,” I whisper eventually. “But things are complicated right now.”

His brow furrows, but he doesn’t speak. Just listens.

“It’s this… condition,” I say, hating the word. I gesture to my breasts with my hands, as if he might not understand what I’m talking about. “It started after a medication I took a few months ago. It was something to balance my hormones. But it kicked my body into postpartum mode, I guess. It’s like my system got confused.”

I force myself to look at him. “The doctors said it might stop on its own, eventually. But for now, I keep producing milk. And I haven’t told anyone except my doctor. I mean, who would understand? I don’t expect you to understand either, Brock.”

My face burns. I expect him to look away. To shift uncomfortably. But he doesn’t.

He just looks at me like I’ve said something beautiful instead of broken.

When he finally speaks, his voice is rough. Low.

“There’s nothing wrong with you.”

I blink.

“I mean it,” he goes on, leaning in just slightly, like the words are something sacred. “What your body is doing? It’s natural. It’s beautiful.” His gaze drops just for a second to my chest, then back up to my eyes. “It means your body already knows how to nurture. How to provide.”

I can’t breathe.

He swallows, voice deepening. “It means you’re already ready for the future I want with you. For all the babies I plan to put inside you. And I plan to get started on building that future as soon as you’re ready.”

A future. A lifetime with him. A family with lots of babies.

The way he talks about it, as if we haven’t only just met and it’s nothing more than a simple fact, hits me low, hot and sharp. My muscles go loose. My pulse flutters. My thighs press together to dampen the sudden ache between them.

Everything inside me shifts.

Need rises fast and unforgiving, sweeping away reason. I don’t even realize I’m moving until my knee hits the console. And then I’m climbing over it, awkward and breathless, with one goal in mind.

To get as close to Brock as possible.

I straddle his lap, settling over him like I belong there.

My hands press to his chest, heat radiating through the worn cotton of his shirt. He’s solid. Immovable. Safe. And still, somehow, the most dangerous thing I’ve ever touched.

His breath hitches. His hands hover, barely touching my hips, like he’s afraid to scare me off. But I don’t want to be anywhere else.

I lean in just a little. Just until my nose brushes his.

The space between us goes molten. I can feel the warm rise and fall of his breath, feel it ghosting across my lips like a question. My body aches with the answer. Every nerve in me lights up, waiting. Wanting.

He moves slowly. Carefully. Like he’s giving me all the time in the world to stop this before it starts.

But I don’t stop him. God, I don’t want to.

His mouth finally meets mine, and everything disappears.

The kiss consumes me, like a fuse lit deep in my belly that sparks out in every direction.

His hands slide from my hips up my back, strong and deliberate, until one tangles in my hair. He grips the strands gently but firmly, tilting my head just the way he wants. The soft pull sends a jolt through me. I gasp against his mouth, and he takes advantage.

His lips part mine. His tongue slides in, slow and claiming, and I moan softly before I even realize I’m doing it.

I melt into him completely, my fingers curling tighter in the fabric of his shirt, desperate for more contact, more heat, more him.

Every time I think I’ve caught my breath, he deepens the kiss, guiding me like he knows my mouth better than I do. And I let him. My thighs press tighter around his waist as the world narrows to the slick, perfect drag of his mouth on mine and the deep thrum of need pulsing through me.

I forget how to breathe. Forget where I am. Forget my own name.

There’s only the press of his lips, the heat of his hand in my hair, the delicious weight of his hold like he’s afraid I’ll float away.

I’ve never been kissed like this, never been kissed at all, but already, I know no one will ever compare.

When he finally pulls away, his breath is unsteady, his pupils blown out, lips flushed and wet. I stare at him, dazed, the world spinning back into focus.

I let out a breathy laugh, trying to cover the way my whole world just tilted off its axis.

“I didn’t know a first kiss could feel like that.”

Brock freezes, then his brows draw together. “That was your first?”

I nod, cheeks burning. I can’t look at him. “I didn’t think… I mean, I figured no boy was going to want me. Not when I’m… like this.” Again, I gesture awkwardly to my chest area, hoping he works out for himself what I mean, so I don’t have to actually say the words.

He lifts one hand, brushes a strand of hair gently behind my ear. His voice is a rough whisper.

“Boys wouldn’t,” he says. “But a real man? He wouldn’t be scared off. Not by your body. Not by anything.”

My throat tightens. Something hot and sweet pools low in my belly.

He shifts, arms strong and careful as he lifts me off his lap like I weigh nothing at all. I let him guide me back into the passenger seat, every touch reverent, like I’m something precious.

He buckles my seatbelt slowly, fingers brushing my waist. When his eyes find mine again, they are dark, steady, and full of promise.

“I’m taking you home,” he says, voice low and firm. “So I can show you exactly what a real man thinks of that beautiful, perfect body of yours.”

My breath catches, and my heart pounds against my ribs like it’s trying to break free.

He shifts into gear, one hand still lingering on my thigh as he pulls away. The cab is quiet, but not tense. It’s thick with something else. Something electric. My skin hums with leftover heat. My lips still tingle from the kiss.

A figure on the sidewalk catches my eye, and it takes me a moment to realize it’s Brandon. His eyes are locked on the truck. On me. His mouth is twisted into something between a sneer and a scowl, and I have no doubt he saw me kissing Brock.

I freeze for a breath, unease flickering in my chest.

But then I remember Brock is with me. He’d never let Brandon do anything to me. He proved that already today.

So I lift my chin. Let Brandon look. Let him see that I’ve found someone so much better than he could ever be.

Maybe now he’ll get the message and finally leave me alone.


Chapter Five
Mira


The garage door rumbles shut behind us, sealing us in a cocoon of shadow and silence. The engine ticks softly as it cools, but the only sound I can really hear is the pulse pounding in my ears.

I’m still floating.

My lips are tingling from that kiss. It’s like he branded me with his mouth. Like he knew exactly what he was doing, claiming every piece of me without needing to say a word. I didn’t know a single touch could do that. Crack me open and make me ache for more, all at once.

My thighs press together. Tight. The heat between them hasn’t cooled in the slightest. If anything, it’s worse now. I’m restless in my seat, breath shallow, skin too sensitive. Every word he said is playing on repeat in my head.

I glance over at him.

Brock’s hands are clenched tight around the steering wheel, knuckles pale. His jaw is set like stone, a muscle ticking at the edge. His breathing isn’t steady, either. He’s trying. Trying to stay in control.

But I can feel the tension rolling off him in waves. His restraint is hanging on by a thread. It makes my heart flutter and my stomach dip in the most delicious way.

I should wait. Let him lead. But I can’t.

I unbuckle my seatbelt, heart hammering, and shift in my seat before I can talk myself out of it. Then I climb across the console and settle onto his lap again.

I brace my hands on his broad shoulders, my knees tucked on either side of his thighs. My pulse is wild. I’m not even sure I’m breathing anymore.

His hands leave the wheel, hover mid-air, like he’s afraid to touch me. When his eyes find mine, they are stormy, intense, almost disbelieving. “Mira…” he warns, but it’s weak. His voice is wrecked and rough, and I feel it all the way down my spine.

“I can’t wait,” I whisper. “I don’t want to wait.”

Something in him snaps.

His hands finally land on my hips, and his touch is hot and rough and so good. And then his mouth is on mine again, and I stop thinking altogether.

This kiss isn’t soft.

It’s hungry. Deeper. Rougher than the one in the college parking lot. Like now that we’re alone, behind closed doors, he doesn’t have to hold anything back. And I don’t want him to. I want to feel every ounce of that tension he’s been carrying. Let it crash into me like a wave.

His mouth moves against mine with barely restrained heat, tongue stroking, claiming, and I open to him with a gasp I can’t hold in. My hands reach around him, my fingers running through the short hair at the nape of his neck, and I’m tugging him closer, even though we’re already pressed tight.

His hands slide from my hips to my thighs, gripping them tight enough that I’m hoping I’ll have marks on my skin in the shape of him. I whimper against his mouth. The pressure is maddening. Perfect. I’ve never felt anything like this before, so much sensation and heat, and it’s like my body is too small to contain it.

I gasp again as his hands move, skating up beneath the hem of my hoodie. He pulls back from the kiss just enough to tug the fabric up, his breath ragged as he looks at me, giving me one last chance to stop this.

But I don’t. Instead, I raise my arms for him.

He peels the hoodie off and tosses it somewhere in the darkened cab. I’m left in just my tank top. The soft cotton is stretched tight, clinging to the curves of my breasts. My nipples are hard, obvious, and when I glance down, I notice the fabric is darker in two perfect, damp circles.

Brock’s breath catches and his eyes flash. Something primal and unguarded flickers across his face. Not disgust. Not surprise. But hunger.

Slowly, reverently, he reaches for the hem of my tank top. He lifts it inch by inch, watching my face the entire time, giving me space to say no.

But I don’t want to say no. Not even a little.

He tugs the tank top higher, past my stomach, my ribs, and finally over my head. It joins the hoodie somewhere in the dark. The cool air hits my skin, and I shiver, bare from the waist up, my breasts full and aching.

I’ve never let anyone see me like this. I’ve always hidden. Even from myself. But I’m not hiding now.

Brock looks at me like I’m a miracle.

Then he leans in and his mouth closes over one nipple.

Heat floods through me, and I can’t hold back the moan that falls from my lips. His mouth is warm and wet, his tongue stroking, swirling around the sensitive bud. It feels good. Better than anything.

He growls against my skin, and I whimper, hips grinding down on him of their own accord. I can feel the length of him through his jeans, hard and hot.

Brock begins sucking hungrily, his Adam’s apple bobbing as my milk starts to flow and he swallows it down. His eyes flicker shut, like it’s the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted. I feel him throb against me.

I gasp, shocked by how good it feels.

The pressure in my breasts eases, replaced by something deeper, lower. An ache between my thighs. The rhythmic tug of his mouth is like a pulse straight down to my clit.

He groans, then switches to the other side. His hand moves up, thumb and forefinger circling the other nipple, rolling it in time with the pull of his lips.

I shudder. It’s too much and not enough, all at once. My nipples have always been sensitive, but this is something else. Something better.

I rock my hips against him, shameless. Arousal slick between my thighs. My body is alight, burning and sparking, and I’m chasing the sensation with everything I have.

He finally breaks away, mouth wet, panting, and I can see my milk glistening on his chin.

Before I can reach for him, his mouth is on mine, the kiss searing, messy, and perfect. His hands slide up my ribs, his thumbs grazing the sides of my breasts. I shiver and whimper into his mouth, and he groans, his cock jerking hard against me.

His tongue strokes against mine, his hands cupping my breasts, lifting them. He breaks the kiss and lets go, watching as they bounce slightly before falling heavy again.

His voice is hoarse, broken. “Look at you,” he murmurs, like a prayer. One of his hands slides up to cradle the back of my neck, and he pulls me closer, until my forehead is resting against his. “I need to be inside you, my beauty. I want to feel your sweet little virgin hole gripping my cock while I suckle at your gorgeous tits.”

My whole body quakes, and the only response I can muster is an eager nod of my head.

His hands move back down, sliding around to cup my ass. He lifts me, and I let him, wrapping my legs around his waist. My breasts are pressed tight against his chest, and the slide of his shirt on my bare skin makes me tremble.

He gets the passenger door open and steps out, one arm tight around my waist, the other bracing us as he climbs out. Then he kicks the door shut, and walks me towards the door leading to his house.

This is it. I’m about to lose my virginity to the man of my dreams.


Chapter Six
Brock


My cock is so hard it hurts.

I haven’t been able to think straight since the second Mira climbed onto my lap outside the college. Now she’s clinging to me, arms wrapped around my neck, her gorgeous breasts pressed against my chest, her hard nipples scraping the fabric of my shirt.

All I can think about is getting inside her. Claiming her. Feeling her come around my cock.

The door closes behind us, and I kick off my boots, then head straight for the stairs.

She’s breathing hard, her eyes glassy and cheeks flushed, lips swollen and wet. Her pupils are blown out, and I can see the pulse in her throat, fast and erratic.

I’m barely holding myself together. I need to get her naked, and fast. Need to feel her hot, wet cunt tight around me.

I take the stairs two at a time, her weight like nothing.

When I get to my bedroom, I set her down on her feet gently. She doesn’t let go. Her hands fist in my shirt, and her lips meet mine, hungry, desperate. I can’t hold back the groan that rises in my throat.

I kiss her back, harder, until she’s breathless, gasping into my mouth. My hands drop to her shorts, and I fumble for a second, unbuttoning, then tugging them down along with her panties.

Her hands move to my jeans, tugging, pulling. I help her, kicking them off, taking her bottom lip gently between my teeth as she works her hands up under my shirt.

We break apart, just for a moment, long enough for me to pull my shirt over my head.

I can’t look away.

She’s fucking breathtaking.

She’s perfect, every inch of her. From the freckles dotting her shoulders to the pink flush spreading across her cheeks. From the swell of her hips to the soft curve of her belly. Her thighs are thick, her pussy shaved smooth. Droplets of milk bead on her nipples, and I’m about to lean in to taste her again when she slowly lowers to her knees in front of me.

“Is it okay that I want to taste you too?” she asks in a quiet voice.

She glances up at me, her big blue eyes uncertain but determined. She reaches out, fingers curling tentatively around my length.

My mouth goes dry, and I nod.

I can’t speak. All I can do is watch as she leans in. Her breath ghosts over the tip of my cock.

She takes a deep breath, then her tongue darts out, licking hesitantly at the moisture beaded there. She pauses, and I can practically feel the hum of her uncertainty.

Then her mouth opens, and her lips close around the tip.

My jaw clenches, and I can’t hold back the guttural groan that rolls out of me. My hips twitch forward involuntarily. She takes me deeper, sucking softly, the pressure perfect. Her mouth is so wet and warm, and it’s taking everything I have not to come right down her throat.

“Fuck, Mira,” I breathe.

My fingers wind gently in her hair, and she takes that as a sign to keep going.

She begins moving her hand, slowly stroking the base of my shaft, her lips sealed around the head, her tongue swirling. She sucks softly, then pulls off, stroking her hand over me instead, her gaze glued to the movement.

She’s curious. Eager. It’s so fucking cute.

She licks a circle around the tip, and then her eyes flutter shut. She sucks me deeper, moaning, her hand working the base.

My balls tighten, and I know I can’t hold off much longer. I’m too fucking worked up and I don’t plan to come in her mouth right now. I need to fill her womb first.

I tug her hair gently. “Come here.”

She blinks those gorgeous blue eyes up at me and pulls away. Then she stands, her gaze meeting mine, her lips swollen and wet.

“Was that okay?”

I laugh softly and stroke her cheek. “It was more than okay.”

I wrap my arms around her waist, lift her off the ground and turn, laying her out on the bed. I cover her, letting my weight rest lightly on top of her, one knee between her legs, my cock nestled against her belly.

She sighs, her breath fanning over my face. Her hips roll against me, her nipples dragging along my chest. Her hands find their way into my hair, and her grip tightens, just a little.

I lean in, and my lips meet hers. The kiss is slow, deep, and perfect. My heart hammers, and my mind goes blank, everything narrowing to the feel of her skin on mine, her mouth against mine.

My hand slides up the soft skin of her thigh, and she spreads her legs wider, opening for me. She’s soaking wet. Hot. I stroke her softly, finding the place that makes her moan and shudder. I rub my fingers over her clit in gentle circles.

Her mouth falls open, her eyes fluttering shut, her brows drawn together. Her breath catches. Her back arches, pressing her chest tight against mine.

I shift, kissing a trail from her mouth down her neck, over her collarbone, until my mouth is sealed over one of her nipples.

She gasps. Her fingers dig into the muscles of my back. Her hips jerk up, and she starts rocking against my hand, shamelessly seeking the pleasure her body craves. The pleasure I want to give her over and over again.

Her milk is hot and sweet as I suckle at her soft tit, and I swallow it eagerly. Her cunt is wet and I slide two fingers inside her easily, pumping in and out of her while I swirl my thumb over her clit.

She’s writhing beneath me, her hips moving faster, her breath ragged and uneven. Her walls tighten around me, and her legs tense. She’s close. So fucking close.

I keep sucking. Keep stroking. She’s dripping wet, her pussy soaked and eager. I work her higher and higher, and when I bite down softly on her nipple, her entire body jolts, and she comes.

She cries out, the sound broken and perfect, and her cunt clamps down on my fingers. I keep stroking, drawing out her pleasure as her orgasm crests, then ebbs.

When she finally collapses back on the bed, panting, I break away from her breast, her milk trickling from my chin.

I kiss her again, deep and rough, letting her taste her sweetness on my tongue. She moans against me, her hands roaming across my back, clutching me closer.

“Ready?” I murmur.

She nods. Her eyes are half-lidded, and her gaze is hazy. Her lips are parted. She’s never looked more beautiful.

“Please,” she breathes.

I position myself above her, bracing on one arm, the other hand sliding down to grip the base of my cock. Her eyes widen slightly, and her tongue darts out to lick her lips.

Slowly, I press the tip of my length to her entrance. I can’t hold back the groan that escapes me. Her cunt is like molten velvet. Hot. Wet. Silky smooth.

Her mouth opens in a little gasp, and her eyes flutter closed.

I grit my teeth and push inside, inch by inch. My entire body is clenched. Taut. It takes every ounce of restraint I have not to shove myself deep inside her. But I don’t want to hurt her. Not ever.

So I go slow, letting her adjust, until finally, my hips are pressed flush against hers, and I’m seated all the way inside her.

Her walls grip me, tight and warm, and I can feel her cunt pulsing. My jaw clenches, and I breathe through my nose, willing my orgasm not to come right now.

“Oh, Brock,” she moans, her voice a low rasp. “You feel... I can’t even...”

“Tell me,” I urge, my own voice wrecked. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to move,” she breathes. “I want you to fuck me, and I want you to knock me up. It’s all I could think about on the way home.”

Fuck.

My control snaps.

I pull back, then slam inside her again, groaning, and her mouth opens in a gasp.

“Is that what you want, my beauty?” I growl. “You want my cum deep in your fertile little womb? You want me to claim you?”

“Yes,” she moans. “Please, Brock.”

I drive into her again and again, her tits bouncing with each thrust, her cunt clenching around me. My balls are tight, and my stomach is coiled. I can’t hold off much longer, not with how tight and wet she is.

“Fuck, you feel good, Mira,” I groan. “You take my cock so perfectly.”

Her eyes fly open, her gaze locking with mine, and she looks so fucking sexy, spread out beneath me. Her skin is flushed, her mouth open, her lips wet.

All I can think about is how badly I need to claim her. Make her mine. Tie her to me forever with my baby growing inside her. Nothing else will satisfy the beast inside me.

I stare down into her eyes as I pound into her, my hips moving faster, her body arching beneath mine.

“Fuck, Mira. You feel so good. I can’t wait to come deep inside you. Fill you with my seed. Breed you.”

She moans, her mouth falling open, her cunt clenching tight around me. She likes the dirty talk. It’s so fucking cute, and it turns me on so much, knowing she wants me just as much as I want her.

My hand finds its way between us, and I work her clit, my hips still driving into her. “That’s it, baby. Come for me. Come all over my cock. Squeeze me tight so I can pump you full.”

“Oh, God,” she gasps. “Brock!”

She cries out, and her entire body tenses, her cunt squeezing me, her inner walls gripping me tight. I drive into her faster, rougher, and her back arches, her breath catching, a broken moan falling from her lips.

I can’t hold back any longer.

I’m so fucking close, and feeling her come on my cock, hearing the sounds she makes, is all too much for me.

“I’m going to breed you, baby. You’re mine.”

I roar as the orgasm takes me, and I pump her full.

Heat floods through me, a blinding, electric pulse that shoots down my spine and explodes through every inch of me. Pleasure radiates outwards from where I’m buried deep in her cunt, and I’m coming harder than I’ve ever come in my life, the sensation going on and on, until it’s almost unbearable.

Her name falls from my lips, over and over. “Mira. Mira.”

My seed spills inside her, thick and hot, filling her womb. Marking her. Claiming her. Making her mine.

Finally, the pleasure ebbs, leaving my skin slick with sweat and my muscles trembling.

Mira is panting beneath me, her hands shaking as she grips my arms, her cunt still spasming around my cock.

Slowly, I pull out.

I can’t help but look. Watch my seed seeping out of her, marking her inner thighs.

“Look at you, Mira. Dripping with my seed. You were made for me, you know that? I have never felt this way about anybody else before now.”

I reach down and gather up some of the mess between her legs, using my fingers to push the cum back inside her, hating the thought of even a single drop being wasted.

“This needs to stay in there,” I tell her. “Needs to find a nice cozy home in your womb, so our baby will be nice and strong.”

“I want that,” she breathes. “To have a baby with you. More than anything.”

Her voice is soft and reverent, her words wrapping themselves around my heart.

“So do I, baby.”

“I know it’s crazy, but it feels right. Like we’re meant to be.”

“It’s not crazy.”

It’s not. Everything about her feels like a perfect fit. She’s sweet and innocent, but also passionate and bold. It’s a potent mix, and she’s exactly what I need. What I want.

“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” I murmur, leaning in and pressing a kiss to her lips. “And now you’re all mine.”


Chapter Seven
Mira


The sheets are still warm beneath us, tangled around my bare legs. My cheek rests over his chest, the steady thump of his heart anchoring me like a lullaby I never knew I needed. Brock’s hand is in my hair, lazy and slow, fingertips brushing gently against my scalp.

I can’t remember ever feeling this happy before.

He shifts a little, tugging me tighter against him. The palm of his other hand splays across the small of my back. “You okay, beauty?”

“Mmhmm,” I breathe, eyes still closed. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more okay in my life.”

He chuckles low in his throat, the sound a soft rumble beneath my ear. Then his lips press to the top of my head in a kiss that makes me melt all over again.

“You’re mine now,” he murmurs, voice rough with tenderness. “Every inch of you. All mine.”

I smile against his skin. “I’m glad you feel that way, because I’m planning on staying here for quite some time.”

He shifts again, just enough to tilt my chin so he can look at me. His gaze is heavy, reverent, the kind of look that makes my belly flutter. “Damn right you are, Mira. Because I’m planning on keeping you forever.”

I reach up, fingers tracing the stubble along his jaw. It’s strange how natural this feels, like we’ve been doing it forever instead of… just one time.

But I guess when your heart already knows someone’s yours, time stops mattering.

Just as I’m starting to drift, wrapped in the warmth of him, his phone buzzes against the nightstand.

He doesn’t move for a second. Then the buzz comes again. Sharper this time. A call.

Brock’s entire body shifts. The tenderness is still there, but something locks into place beneath it. I feel it in his muscles as he sits up and grabs the phone. He answers with a clipped, “Yeah?”

There’s a pause as he listens. His jaw tightens. The hand not holding the phone curls into a fist in the sheets.

“On my way.”

He ends the call and looks down at me, regret already in his eyes.

“A big fire just came in. Commercial building. They’re calling in everyone.”

“Oh.” I sit up slowly, the cold rush of air against my skin making me shiver, but not as much as the sudden thud in my chest.

He’s already moving, grabbing his pants from the floor, tugging them on fast. No hesitation. His focus is absolute.

He’s in firefighter mode, and at any other time, I would have found it sexy as hell. But right now, it’s suddenly hitting me that he actually has a dangerous job.

I swallow and try to keep the panic out of my voice. “Be careful.”

He leans down, cupping my face in both hands. “Always. I’ll be back before you know it, okay?”

I nod, even though the knot in my stomach is growing. I help him find his shirt, hand him his boots. He presses a quick kiss to my forehead, then pulls me into one last kiss, this one deeper, longer. Like he knows I need it.

And I do.

He pulls back just enough to whisper, “I love you, Mira.”

And then he’s gone before I even have a chance to say it back.

The door clicks shut and his heavy footsteps fade down the stairs.

And I’m left standing in the middle of his bedroom, heart racing, pulse thundering in my ears.

And all I can think is... what if that was the last time I ever see him?

***

It’s been two hours, maybe three, but it feels like forever.

The house is quiet. Too quiet. Just the tick of the clock on the wall and the sound of my bare feet pacing across the hardwood floor. Back and forth. Back and forth. Like if I stop moving, the fear might catch up to me and swallow me whole.

I’ve called the firehouse twice. Gotten voicemail both times.

There’s nothing on the news yet. Just a vague mention of a commercial fire downtown, multiple units responding, but no names. No details.

I wrap my arms around myself and breathe in deep through my nose. Brock’s scent is still on my skin, soaked into the oversized t-shirt of his that I threw on after he left. Every breath of it makes my chest tighten.

I sink down onto the couch, curling my legs under me, pulling his blanket around my shoulders even though I’m not cold. Not really. I just... need to feel like he’s still here.

Need to feel like I’m not alone.

My heart won’t stop racing. It’s too loud in my ears. I swear I can feel it in my throat, in my fingertips, like it’s trying to claw its way out.

I check my phone again. Still no word from Brock.

All I can do is hold on to his promise that he’d be back soon and hope like hell that he meant it.

So when the knock comes, I nearly fall off the couch in my rush to answer it. My heart launches into my throat. It’s him. It has to be him.

I fly to the door, hands trembling, and twist the knob with too much force.

“Brock...”

The name dies in my throat. It’s not him. It’s Brandon.

He’s standing on the porch like he belongs there, like this is just a casual visit.

“Hey, Mira.” His voice is calm. Too calm. Like I haven’t made it clear again and again that I want nothing to do with him. “We need to talk.”

My stomach drops and ice fills my veins.

I try to shut the door, but he’s faster. Brandon shoves it open with one hand, stepping over the threshold like he owns the place.

“Brandon, what the hell are you doing?” My voice is high, tight. I barely recognize my own voice. “Brock will be back soon and if he catches you in here, he’ll...”

He cuts me off with a laugh. “He won’t be back soon. If he comes back at all. I had to do something drastic to keep your boyfriend busy so I could finally get your full attention.”

I freeze. The words hit me like a slap, but it takes a second for the meaning to land. When it does, it knocks the breath straight from my lungs.

No.

“You...” My throat closes up. I can’t even bring myself to say the words.

His head tilts, just slightly. “I had to do it. I just couldn’t keep watching you give yourself to someone who could never love you as much as I do.”

I stumble back, pulse racing so fast I’m dizzy. My heels hit the edge of the couch and I have to grab the armrest to steady myself.

He steps fully into the room and closes the door behind him with a quiet click. The sound is final. It echoes in the silence like a threat.

I can’t believe this is happening. Can’t believe Brandon would go so far. Would he really put the lives of innocent people in danger?

And for what?

Me.

“You don’t need him, Mira,” he says, voice soft. Steady. “You need me. And it’s about time I showed you how good we could be together.”


Chapter Eight
Brock


The heat hits like a wall the second I’m through the doors.

Flames chew through the ceiling tiles of the warehouse’s west end. Smoke billows down like a living thing. Thick. Choking. Hot enough to peel skin. I drop low, heart hammering, barking orders through my radio.

“Team Two, hold the south corridor. We’ve got flashover signs. Vents open yet?”

“Negative, Cap.”

Shit.

“Get on it. Now.”

A shout crackles through comms. Someone found a body.

I push forward, air tank whining, boots crunching over broken glass. My eyes scan through the haze until I see him. He’s in his mid-fifties, slumped near a loading dock door, barely conscious.

“Hang on, I’ve got you.”

I crouch, sling his arm over my shoulders, and haul him up. He’s heavy, a dead weight, but adrenaline is a hell of a drug. My legs burn as I drag him back toward the exit. The structure groans above us, a low moan like the building itself is begging to give out.

I don’t stop.

“Team One, evac path clear?” I pant into the mic.

“Clear for now.”

Good enough.

As soon as we break into the fresh air, medics rush in. I drop to one knee, catching my breath, sweat pouring under my gear. Someone claps me on the back, yelling something about crazy bastards and close calls. I tune them out.

There’s no time for back-patting. Not while my crew’s still in there.

I shove to my feet, lungs burning, and head straight for the pump rig. I top off my tank in seconds flat, double-check the pressure, then grab a new line and head back into the beast.

Inside, it’s hell.

Walls glow dull red through the smoke, and every breath tastes like scorched plastic and ash. I sweep left, catching sight of Carter and Diaz battling a blaze still raging up near the roof trusses. It’s climbed into the insulation, a stubborn, ugly thing, spitting sparks like it’s mocking us.

“Angle from above!” I shout, pointing up. “Cut the head before it spreads west!”

Diaz nods and reroutes his stream, and I haul my hose into place to flank from below. Together, we choke the flames, one foot of ground at a time. The pressure kicks hard against my grip, but I hold it steady, focused.

Another burst of steam hisses as water hits molten metal. The air flashes white-hot for a blink, and we duck instinctively.

“Fan coming in behind you!” someone yells through the comm.

Ventilation finally. The air starts to shift, clearing just enough smoke for visibility to return. A small victory.

“Cap, east wall’s cooling!”

I glance that way, where Jensen is aiming his hose like a sniper. Sure enough, the blackened beams are dripping, not burning. A good sign.

“Good work,” I bark, then sweep my stream across the last stubborn flare-up at the loading dock wall. It sizzles, dies.

Another beat. Stillness.

The fire... is out.

We hold our position, letting the water run a few seconds longer, just to be sure. Then I release the nozzle and roll my shoulders. Everything aches. My gear weighs double now, soaked through, but I don’t care.

We all head outside and I pull off my helmet, sucking in the thick air. We did it. No fatalities.

Paramedics swarm as soon as we’re clear. Diaz gets roped into a check for a burn on his forearm, and someone gestures at me to sit down.

“I’m good,” I say, waving them off. My lungs ache and my ribs feel bruised, but I don’t give a damn. I’ll rest later.

A flash of movement catches my eye; two figures breaking through the edge of the caution tape.

Cops.

Not just any cops. It’s Evans and Moreno. I’ve worked fires with them before. Solid guys. But the way they’re moving now? Fast. Grim. I know that look.

“Brock,” Evans says, pulling me aside, away from the trucks and noise. “We need you to see something.”

He holds out a tablet, already queued to a video. Grainy black-and-white surveillance footage, time stamped from about an hour before we arrived. A side alley. Back entrance of the building.

The screen plays.

There’s movement. A tall guy in a dark hoodie, slipping out the door. The hood falls back for half a second as he looks over his shoulder toward the camera.

And there’s no mistaking that face.

Brandon.

My blood runs cold.

“Son of a bitch,” I whisper. My hands curl into fists before I can stop them.

“He was caught on three different angles, leaving the scene before the alarms started,” Moreno adds. “We’re pulling more footage now, but this one’s the clearest.”

I don’t need any more footage. I already know what this is. Brandon didn’t just light that fire for kicks. This wasn’t some random act of vandalism.

It was a diversion.

“He’s after Mira.”

“Who’s Mira?” Evans asks. “Do you know this guy?”

“Yeah, he’s a fucking creep who’s been stalking my woman for months. He knew I’d get called in for something this big. That’s why he did it. To get me away from her. Mira’s in danger.”

The words taste like acid.

Evan nods. “The squad car is right here. Let’s move.”

I don’t wait for backup. I don’t wait for anyone.

Evans guns the engine. Moreno flips the lights. I climb into the back seat, every cell in my body burning with fear and fury.

“Hold on, Mira,” I whisper under my breath, jaw clenched so tight it aches. “I’m coming.”

The sirens scream into the night.

I pray I’m not too late.


Chapter Nine
Mira


I don’t move. Don’t breathe. I don’t dare.

“I know this is overwhelming,” Brandon says, taking a slow, measured step that brings him much closer than I would like. “But I had to do something. You weren’t listening before.”

His eyes roam over me. Not shy, not hesitant. Hungry. Like I’m something he’s been waiting to unwrap for a very long time, and he can’t wait much longer.

“You kept brushing me off. But you let him kiss you.” His jaw twitches, but his voice never rises. “I saw you. In his truck. I saw the way he kissed you. That was when I knew I had to do something to make you realize you are meant to be with me.”

I back up a step, only to hit the edge of the couch.

“But it’s okay,” he says, almost tenderly. “I forgive you. Because I know this thing between us... it’s real. And you’ll know it too soon enough.”

He reaches out and brushes a lock of hair away from my face, and I flinch as his fingertips graze my cheek. If he notices my reaction to his touch, he ignores it.

He inches closer, and I force my breathing to stay steady.

“You’ve always been so soft,” he murmurs. “So sweet. Do you remember that day in sophomore year, when you picked up my pencil in chem class? You smiled at me. No one else did that. Not like you did.

I shake my head, just a fraction. “Brandon, that wasn’t...”

“I know what that meant,” he says quickly, cutting me off. “You were choosing me. Even back then. I just had to wait. Had to be patient until you were ready to be mine.”

Oh my god.

My stomach knots.

That moment had meant nothing to me. Nothing. It was a two-second interaction I barely remember. But to him? It was everything. A promise. A signal.

He really believes that. And that’s what scares me the most. Not the way his hand brushes my skin. Not even the way he’s locked us both inside this house.

It’s that he thinks this is love. He thinks this is fate.

How long has he been holding onto this fantasy? How deep does it go?

I glance toward the door, my pulse pounding so hard it’s all I can hear. There’s no way to reason with someone who’s rewritten the past to suit his obsession. No way to predict what he’ll do next.

And I’m trapped with him.

“Please, just let me go, Brandon.”

His hand clamps around my wrist, holding me firmly in place, and the chill that shoots through me is worse than if he’d struck me.

“Why would I let you go when I’ve waited so long to finally be able to touch you?” he asks, his voice still gentle.

My stomach flips. I try to tug free, but his grip tightens until it hurts a little. His thumb brushes over my pulse point.

“I’ve imagined it so many times,” he whispers. “What it would be like to finally touch you. To kiss you. To hear you moan my name. The way your body would tremble when I make you feel everything he never could.”

My vision goes blurry as my heart rate kicks up to a frightening speed.

“Stop,” I breathe, the word almost sounding like a sob. “Please... just stop.”

He leans in. I can smell smoke on his jacket, taste it on my tongue.

“I can take care of you, Mira. The way you deserve. I know every curve of your body. I’ve spent every night since I met you imagining what it would be like to touch every inch of you. To taste you. To fill you.”

I choke on a breath. But while I’m spiraling, he smiles at me, like this is a love confession instead of a nightmare.

“You were made for me,” he says. “And now, no one’s standing in our way.”

He doesn’t say it directly, but the implication is clear. If Brock’s not already dead, Brandon wants him to be.

My blood turns to ice.

Then... sirens.

The high-pitched wail cuts through the night like a blade. Tires shriek against asphalt, fast and sharp. Blue and red lights strobe through the front windows.

Brandon freezes.

For the first time since he pushed his way in here tonight, the certainty in his eyes falters. His jaw tightens, his posture tenses. “No,” he whispers, shaking his head. “No, this isn’t... this isn’t how it is supposed to go.”

A heartbeat later, the front door explodes inward.

Two men in uniform charge into the room. Guns drawn, voices sharp.

“Hands in the air! Now!”

Brandon spins around, screaming something unintelligible. But he doesn’t make it two steps before they’re on him. He thrashes like an animal, kicking, yelling my name as they take him down hard onto the floor. A knee is in his back while a cop barks his rights.

And then... he’s here.

Brock.

He bursts through the doorway, soot-streaked and furious, his eyes scanning until they find me.

I run to him. My legs almost give out, but he catches me, his arms wrapping around me like armor, like home. I crash against his chest, sobbing, trembling, breathing him in.

He’s alive. He’s here. He came for me.

“I’ve got you,” he murmurs into my hair, voice raw. “I’ve got you, my beauty. I’m here.”

Behind us, Brandon is still shouting, a broken mix of rage and begging as the cops haul him toward the door.

“You’ll see!” he yells. “You’ll see what we could have had, Mira!”

The front door slams shut behind him. And then there is silence, except for Brock’s heartbeat under my ear and my own shaky breath.

The adrenaline drains out of me all at once, leaving my legs unsteady and my body trembling. My hands clutch at his shirt, still damp from sweat and smoke, because if I let go now, I might fall. Or disappear. Or shatter into a million sharp little pieces.

“You came for me,” I whisper.

“Of course,” he says, with the kind of quiet ferocity that makes my throat ache. “I always will, Mira.”

I don’t think. I just feel.

The fear is still there, but it’s dissolving as it’s burned out by something hotter. Deeper.

“I need you,” I say, voice ragged. “Please, Brock.”

His eyes darken, and his grip on me tightens.

Brock pulls me down to the floor, laying me gently on my back while he lowers himself on top of me. The weight of him is like a balm, and when he presses his lips to mine, I moan into his mouth.

My hands tear at his clothes, frantic, desperate. He growls, deep and low, and tugs off his shirt. I help him, pulling and yanking, and the second the fabric hits the floor, his hands are back on me.

I don’t want tenderness. Not now. Not tonight.

“Harder,” I breathe, and his eyes flash.

He shoves up the oversized t-shirt of his that I’m wearing, and my panties are gone a moment later. I don’t even know where they land.

His mouth finds mine, his kiss is demanding, bruising. Perfect.

I can taste the salt on his lips, feel the tremor in his hands as he grabs the backs of my thighs, pushing my knees up, spreading me open. I reach down and shove his pants down just enough.

And then he’s inside me, a rough thrust that makes me cry out and arch beneath him.

“Is this what you need, beauty?” he rasps, fucking into me. Claiming me.

“Yes.” The word comes out in a whimper.

His hand tangles in my hair and tugs my head back. The bite of pain makes me moan and grind down onto his cock, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

He sets a brutal pace. My body opens for him, taking every thrust like it’s the last thing I’ll ever feel. He fucks me, hard and deep, until I’m a gasping, shaking mess. Until I forget where I end and he begins.

And when he lowers his head, capturing my nipple in his mouth and drawing out the sweet milk that is meant only for him, I break.

I come.

It’s blinding, searing. Every nerve in my body is a live wire. Every muscle tightens, then releases, and the flood of pleasure is so intense that I’m crying.

But Brock doesn’t stop. Doesn’t slow down. He keeps fucking me, right through the orgasm, right through the aftershocks. The whole time, his hot, hungry mouth keeps feeding from me, taking the nourishing nectar that I’m desperate to give him. I tangle my fingers in his hair, holding him close, never wanting to be any further apart from him than we are right now.

“Come for me, Brock. Come inside me,” she begs. “Fill me with your cum. Flood my womb with it. I need it. I need you.”

He growls against my skin. His mouth slides back up to my throat, nipping and sucking and licking the sensitive skin, and I know he’s close.

I dig my nails into his shoulders, holding on.

“Fill me up, Brock. Please. I want your baby inside me.”

His hips stutter. His teeth find my shoulder and clamp down hard, and then he’s coming, his cock throbbing inside me as he floods my womb with his thick, potent seed. I clench around him, milking him, wringing every drop out of him that I can.

Afterwards, we don’t move for a while. His head is buried in the crook of my neck, and his hands are still clutching my body. I can feel his racing pulse gradually slow.

When he finally looks up at me, the raw hunger in his eyes has softened, and the fierce look on his face is replaced with something tender and protective.

“You okay, beauty?” he murmurs, stroking a finger along my cheek.

“I am now,” I whisper.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I never should have left you alone. I should have been here.”

I shake my head. “There’s nothing you could have done.”

“I could have protected you.”

“You did,” I say softly, running a hand through his hair. “You did, Brock. You’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

He kisses me, long and deep. Slowly, this time. I can taste him, feel him. Feel the way he cares about me. It’s overwhelming. It’s perfect.

I’ve never felt this safe, this secure.

“I love you, Mira,” he whispers against my lips.

I look into his eyes, and it’s there. This connection that’s more than just physical. More than lust or infatuation. It’s bigger than either of us. Something real. Something solid.

I can feel it.

“I love you too,” I say.

And I mean it.


Epilogue
Brock


Seven months later:

The first time I saw Mira, she looked like something out of a dream.

Now?

She’s lying in our bed, round with my baby, hair a messy halo on the pillow, and I still can’t fucking believe she’s mine.

Mine.

I lean against the door frame for a second and just watch her. She’s flipping through a baby name book, lips pursed, reading out the occasional suggestion, most of which I shoot down because none of them feel right. And because honestly? I’m not really listening.

I’m too busy watching her tits spill out of that worn tank top. Watching the way the curve of her belly makes her shift and adjust like everything’s just a little too tight. Everything she wears lately hugs her body differently. Stretches over that beautiful, swollen bump. My child. Growing inside my woman.

I did that. And fuck, am I proud of it.

She catches me staring and rolls her eyes. “You’re doing it again.”

I smirk. “I can’t help it.”

She gives me a mock glare. “You act like I’m not the size of a small planet.”

“You’re perfect,” I say, and I mean every goddamn word. “You’ve never been more beautiful.”

Because the truth is, as much as I craved her before, it’s nothing compared to now. Now that she’s carrying my baby. Now that I’ve put my mark on her in the most primal way there is. Something about it rewired my brain. Made every protective, possessive instinct in me go into overdrive.

And still, every time I look at her, I get hard.

She tosses the book aside and smiles at me. The soft kind of smile that still knocks the breath out of my lungs. “Come here,” she says, voice low.

I don’t need to be told twice.

I cross the room and crawl onto the bed beside her, immediately pulling her into my arms. My hand slides over the swell of her stomach, and I feel the tiniest kick beneath my palm.

“Hey, little firebug,” I murmur. “Settle down in there. Daddy’s trying to feel up your mom.”

Mira laughs, but it’s a little breathless. “You’re incorrigible.”

“Just obsessed.”

I kiss her neck, her shoulder, the edge of her jaw. She tastes like lotion and honey and something uniquely Mira. She melts into me with a sigh, and my heart squeezes tight.

I still think about what almost happened. About how close I came to losing her.

Brandon’s trial wrapped up three weeks ago. He got hit with an arson charge and attempted kidnapping. Hopefully, he’ll be rotting in a cell for a long time. I testified. So did Mira. And she didn’t let him see her cry.

She held her head high in front of him.

God, I love her. I love her so damn much.

She rolls onto her back, hand curling around mine where it rests on her belly. “Do you ever think about how different everything could have been?”

“Sometimes.” I kiss the corner of her mouth. “But mostly I just think about how lucky I am.”

Her eyes shimmer when she looks at me, and the emotion there makes my chest ache. “Brock...”

“Shhh, beauty.” I lean down and kiss her full on the mouth, soft at first, then deeper. Slower. Her fingers tangle in my hair, and I feel her arch into me.

She moans softly as I slide my hand under her tank top, cupping one heavy breast. Her nipples are sensitive lately, and her whole body goes warm and pliant in my arms. When I give her breast a gentle squeeze, I’m rewarded with a dribble of warm milk leaking onto my hand.

“Are you hungry, Brock?” she whispers against my lips. “I feel so full that it hurts a little.”

“I’m starving,” I growl, already yanking her top up. Her tits have grown almost two cup sizes since she got pregnant, and her nipples are puffy and dark, practically begging for my mouth.

She whimpers as I capture a nipple between my lips, her fingers tugging at my hair. I suck, gently at first, and then harder when the rich, creamy liquid spills out. I could live off this. Swear to god. I drink from her, swallowing mouthful after mouthful, my hand palming her other breast and rolling the stiff peak until it leaks onto her belly.

“Oh, god,” she moans. “Yes, Brock. Feels so good.”

I’m painfully hard. I’m always hard whenever I’m with my woman. But right now, I just want to feed from her luscious tits. Soon enough, I’m going to have to share her attention with a baby, and I’ll have to wait in line to nurse. So while she’s all mine, I’m going to enjoy the hell out of every second of this.

I slide a hand down between her thighs, though, because I’m not the kind of man who’d leave his woman wanting.

Not even close.

She’s dripping wet already, and when I push her panties aside and stroke her, she’s hot and slick and so fucking ready. I slip a finger inside her, then another, and her thighs part to let me in. She rocks her hips up, panting, her fingers clawing at the sheets as I work her closer and closer.

“That’s it, beauty,” I growl. “Come for me. Let me hear you.”

Her breath catches, her pussy flutters. She’s almost there, riding my hand and moaning.

I add a third finger and pump a little faster, a little deeper. My thumb finds her clit, and that’s it. She falls apart, her orgasm ripping through her as her sweet cunt squeezes tight around my fingers.

My lips seal around her nipple once more, and she comes even harder, the rush of her sweet milk hitting my tongue like a shot of pure, concentrated heaven.

I keep stroking her through the aftershocks, until she’s gasping, trembling, and completely spent.

Only then do I let her go.

She lays there, boneless, for a few moments, eyes closed, chest rising and falling as her breathing gradually slows. Her breasts glisten with a mix of saliva and her own sweet nectar, and her thighs are wet from the rush of her orgasm.

It’s a hell of a sight.

“God, I love you,” she whispers, reaching up and cupping my cheek.

I turn my head and kiss her palm. “Love you too, beauty.”

We lay like that for a while, her cradled in my arms, her back pressed to my chest. Eventually, her breathing deepens, and her body relaxes against me.

My hand rests over her belly, the baby sleeping safely within.

I’ll protect them. Always.

No matter what.
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Chapter One
Sebastian


I’m already irritated, and I haven’t even stepped inside yet.

The sidewalk’s too crowded, the sun too bright, and the smell of burned espresso wafting from the café ahead turns my stomach. If I had my way, I wouldn’t be doing this at all. I’d be in my office, ignoring the damn gala and my grandmother’s latest attempt at micromanaging my love life.

But I opened my mouth, didn’t I?

All it took was one offhand lie: I already have a girlfriend, Gran. Now I’m headed into a lunchtime meeting with a stranger I’ve agreed to parade around like she’s mine.

The coffee shop is small, tucked between a boutique wine store and a florist with peeling gold lettering. It’s charming in that curated, slightly pretentious way this part of the city loves. I check my watch. One-oh-seven. I’m late, but not so late that it matters.

I pause outside, scanning the windows. She’s already inside.

I see her through the glass before I even reach for the door.

She’s sitting at a small table in the corner, opposite Zoe, my assistant. Lila James, if I remember correctly. She’s Zoe’s best friend and roommate, and my assistant swears she is perfect for the role of my fake girlfriend.

Not that I had much of a choice.

It’s too risky to involve anyone at work, especially when any one of my family’s spies could be lurking around the next corner. So I paid Zoe. Handsomely. Told her I needed someone discreet, someone sweet, someone who could fake affection in front of my grandmother without making it obvious this whole thing is a charade. In return, Zoe gets a bonus and my assurance I’ll forget about the time she accidentally forwarded a confidential email to a journalist.

I step inside. The door jingles. The space is warm, loud with chatter and clinking cups.

Her head lifts, eyes meeting mine.

And then everything stops.

This isn’t attraction. It’s not curiosity. It’s something darker. Deeper. And it hits me like a fucking freight train.

Suddenly, I’m not irritated. I’m obsessed.

Long blonde hair spills over her shoulders, glossy and soft, the kind of hair you want to thread through your fingers while she’s gasping your name. Her eyes are blue. Not cold or icy, but wide and curious, like they don’t yet know how dangerous the world can be. Like they don’t yet know how dangerous I can be.

Slender frame. Soft pink dress that hits just below the knee. And her breasts... Jesus. Full, round, pushing against the fabric like they’re aching to be touched. To be worshipped.

I’ve never been a religious man, but I’d willingly spend hours worshipping every beautiful inch of her body.

My cock twitches beneath my slacks. In public. In broad daylight. All because of one innocent glance and a body that was made to be spoiled with pleasure.

She fidgets with a napkin between her fingers, twisting it slowly. Her cheeks are flushed. Nervous. She bites her lip when I don’t look away.

Zoe stands up when I reach the table, bright and efficient. “Mr. Merrick. Finally.”

But I barely glance at her. My eyes don’t leave Lila.

“Hi,” she says softly, rising to her feet. Her voice is a whisper, but it hits me like a shout.

I take her hand, and it’s small in mine. Delicate. Warm. My fingers close around hers too tightly. I force myself to loosen my grip before I scare her.

“Lila,” I say, voice low. Rough. “Nice to meet you.”

Pink blooms on her cheeks. “It’s nice to meet you, too, Mr. Merrick.”

“Please call me Sebastian.”

Zoe’s watching us like a hawk. I can feel her amusement radiating. She clears her throat. “Well, now that the introductions have been made...”

I cut her off. “Actually, Zoe. I need you to take care of something for me.”

She blinks. “Now?”

“I forgot to sign off on the final press layout for the gala collateral. Can you run back and handle it?”

Zoe raises an eyebrow. She knows damn well it could wait until after lunch.

Still, she smirks. “Sure thing, boss.”

She leans toward Lila on her way past and murmurs something that makes the girl’s blush deepen. Then she’s gone, her heels clicking toward the door.

Finally, it’s just us.

I sit, leaning forward slightly. She mirrors me without realizing it. Nervous. Open. So fucking sweet it’s unbearable.

“You’re much more beautiful than I expected,” I say bluntly.

Her eyes widen. “Oh.” She laughs softly. “Thank you. That’s… kind of you to say.”

“I don’t do kind, Lila.” I drag my gaze down her neck, over her chest, then back to her eyes. “I do honest.”

She swallows. Her throat bobs.

Fuck. I already want to taste her there. Hell, I want to taste her everywhere.

“Tell me about yourself.”

She blinks. “Me?”

“Yes, that’s why we’re here, right? So we don’t look like strangers at the gala when you show up on my arm tonight. I want to know everything.”

And I do. God help me, I want to know every last thing about this woman.

She straightens in her seat as if she’s bracing herself for an interview. Her hands fold neatly in her lap, and her lashes lower as she tries to avoid looking right at me for too long.

I lean back, pretending I’m unaffected, when in reality, my pulse is pounding at my throat like a war drum.

“So… what do you want to know?” she asks quietly.

Everything.

But I start simple. Keep it clean.

“What do you do?” I ask.

“I, um...” She swallows. “I work at a daycare.”

Of course she does.

She fidgets again, twisting the napkin, but then she smiles, soft and earnest. “It’s just a small place, but I love it. The kids are sweet. Messy and loud sometimes, but… they make everything feel lighter.”

Her voice warms as she talks, and I feel my control unraveling by the second.

She keeps going, growing more animated. “I’ve always loved kids. Even when I was a kid, I was the one carrying around dolls and pretending to be their mom. I used to beg my parents to let me babysit all the neighbors’ kids. I guess I just… never grew out of it.”

Jesus.

She blushes immediately. “Sorry, I probably sound like a weirdo.”

“No.” My voice is rougher than it should be. “You sound like someone who knows what she wants.”

Her lips part, surprised.

She’s expecting judgment. What she gets is my brain short-circuiting with images I can’t push away; her belly round, her breasts heavy and leaking for me, her arms full of the baby I put inside her.

I shift in my seat and adjust myself as discreetly as I can. Thank fuck the table hides how damn hard I am for her.

“What’s your favorite color?” I ask.

She blinks. “What?”

“I want to know.”

She tilts her head a little, surprised. “Um… probably pink? Blush pink, I guess. Soft colors.”

Of course.

“Favorite flower?”

“Peonies.”

I want her favorite everything. I want to know her drink order, what shows she watches before bed, what kind of pajamas she wears... if any. I already know that once I’ve got her in my bed, she won’t be wearing anything other than me on top of her or wrapped around her.

“What about you?” she asks, clearly trying to steer the attention off herself. “What do you do?”

I can’t help but smile as I see the exact moment she realizes her error. She already knows what I do. Her best friend works for me. But she’s so flustered that the question came out anyway.

And it’s the cutest damn thing I’ve ever seen.

“I’m the CEO of a family-owned PR company,” I say, ignoring the slight blunder.

“Yeah,” she says, laughing softly. “I knew that. Sorry.”

She’s even more nervous now. I see the way her fingers tremble when she reaches for her cup.

And I like it. She obviously isn’t used to men like me, and that reassures me that she’s not the gold-digging kind of woman I seem to have attracted all my life. It’s always been hard to trust that a woman wants me and not the money that comes from growing up in a wealthy family.

But I have a feeling that Lila is just as innocent as she looks.

“I, um…” She licks her lips. “So… Zoe said you needed me for an event?”

I nod slowly, the shift in topic yanking me back to the reason I’m even here.

“The gala,” I say. “My grandmother is expecting me to bring someone. I told her I had a girlfriend just to get her off my back.”

Lila’s brows lift. “But you don’t?”

“No.”

Her cheeks flush again, and I’m almost certain I see relief flash across her pretty features.

“So now you need someone to... pretend?”

I lean forward, letting her feel the weight of my attention. “We met six weeks ago,” I say instead of answering her directly. Because as far as I’m concerned, the only thing that’s pretend is our history together. The future I plan to build with her is very real.

She nods, her blush spreading. “Right. Six weeks ago.”

“We met at a party.”

She nods again. “Okay.”

“A charity ball. It was a small event, and I saw you across the room and knew I had to meet you.”

“You did?” she asks softly.

“Yes. And the rest was inevitable.”

She swallows, eyes searching mine.

“So we’ll attend the gala, and I’ll introduce you as my girlfriend. You’ll be on my arm the entire time.”

“I can do that,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

I could end the conversation there. Wrap it up. Check the boxes and send her on her way.

But I don’t. I can’t.

Not when she’s sitting in front of me, looking like a porcelain doll; fragile and sweet, and mine without even knowing it.

I ask more questions. About her favorite season. Her first pet. Her dream vacation.

She stammers sometimes. Smiles shyly. Keeps glancing at her phone, clearly worried about the time.

And all I can think is: I’ll give her everything. Every last part of me. And she won’t ever have to ask for a thing.

When she next glances down at her phone, her delicate features shift. “I should get back,” she says softly. “My lunch break is almost over.”

I nod, but inside, a war ignites.

No.

The word burns behind my teeth, loud and violent and unreasonable. I want to stop her. Want to keep her here. With me.

Better yet, I want to tell her that she doesn’t have to work ever again because I’ll always give her everything she needs.

But I don’t.

Because she wants that job. I saw it in her eyes when she talked about it. Saw how she lights up when she mentions the kids. It makes her happy. And if it makes her happy, I’ll protect it with my life.

Even if every cell in my body is screaming to keep her.

I rise to my feet as she gathers her things, slipping her purse strap over her shoulder with a soft smile. She’s probably expecting a quick goodbye. Maybe a nod, a simple thanks, something casual and clean.

But that’s not what I give her.

I step in close. Too close.

She stills. Her lashes flutter.

I bend slightly, letting my hand brush the small of her back and lowering my head to hers. My lips press against her cheek, lingering for just a second too long.

Long enough for her breath to hitch. Long enough for her scent to settle in my lungs like oxygen I’ve been starved of.

She makes a soft noise, almost like a whimper, then she freezes beneath my touch. Her skin is hot against my lips as her blush deepens.

“Th-thank you. It was... nice to meet you, Mr. Merrick. I mean, umm, Sebastian.” She turns, flustered, and walks toward the door.

I watch her go.

Her hair sways against her back. Her hips move with soft, unconscious grace. She doesn’t know what she’s done to me.

Not yet.

The door jingles, and she steps outside. She disappears down the sidewalk.

And inside my chest, the beast sharpens its claws. She thinks this is fake, but it won’t be.

She’s mine, and I’m going to make sure she never has any reason to doubt that.


Chapter Two
Lila


The dress fits perfectly. Almost.

I smooth my hands over the midnight blue fabric, watching how it catches the light. It hugs my waist like it was made for me, the silk whispering against my thighs as I shift my weight. But across my chest, it’s snug. A bit too snug. I tug gently at the neckline and breathe out a soft laugh.

It’s a good thing I pumped before getting ready, or I’d be falling out of this dress so much that it would be indecent.

The thought makes my cheeks warm, so I quickly push it down before Zoe notices.

She’s sprawled across my bed, one leg tucked under her, the other bouncing restlessly as she watches me in the mirror like she’s studying a rare exhibit. She’s got that smug little grin on her face. The one that says she knows that whatever she’s about to say is going to make me squirm.

“That dress,” she drawls, “is not off-the-rack. And it sure as hell isn’t cheap.”

I glance at her reflection, then quickly back to my own, fussing with the neckline again. “I’m sure he just hired it for the night,” I mutter. “He wouldn’t spend this much on a fake date.”

Zoe snorts. “You’re delusional.”

I turn slightly, checking the back of the dress in the mirror. It’s stunning, elegant, the kind of thing you see in movies. It makes my eyes look bluer somehow. Deeper. Making me feel like he was thinking of my eyes when he picked it for me.

The thought sends a flutter through my stomach that I try very hard to ignore.

“He sent you peonies, too,” Zoe says, pointing to the dresser behind me. “They’re your favorite flower. I bet that’s not a coincidence.”

I look over at the bouquet and feel another little kick behind my ribs. She’s not wrong. He did ask about my favorite flowers at lunchtime, and I didn’t think anything of it. It seems he was paying attention, though. The arrangement is almost too beautiful to be real, with blush peonies nestled in with pale lilacs, creamy roses, and ranunculus. They’d come wrapped in ivory tissue and a satin bow. It’s like something out of a bridal shoot.

A small card is tucked inside: For my girl - S.

I didn’t let Zoe see the card. Or the lingerie box that came wrapped separately, with soft white lace folded into crisp tissue. There’s no way that could be rented. And if she finds out that Sebastian had spent time picking out even the lingerie that he wants me to wear tonight, I’ll never hear the end of it.

She’s like a dog with a bone as it is.

“Lila, I’ve worked for him for two years. He’s polite, but cold. Some of his biggest clients are the most beautiful models I’ve ever seen, and every single one of them tries to get his attention. But he always brushes them off. Always. The way he was looking at you though, it was like he wanted to eat you alive.”

My whole body goes hot.

I pretend to adjust my earring just to avoid looking at her, but the image flashes uninvited through my mind of him sitting across from me at the café, those piercing gray eyes locked on me like he was already halfway undressing me. The air between us had been thick. Charged. And when he’d kissed my cheek as I was leaving, I’d almost melted right then and there.

I’d liked it. All of it.

God help me, I’d really liked it.

I bite the inside of my cheek and shake my head. “It’s just pretend,” I say, mostly to myself. “He probably treats every woman like this when he needs to look good in front of his grandmother.”

Tall models. Sharp cheekbones. Women who know how to walk in heels and can afford to buy expensive dresses like this one on a daily basis. That’s his world.

Whatever this is, it’s not real.

And it doesn’t matter how my skin still tingles from the way he looked at me like I was something he wanted to ruin. Because tonight, I’m just playing a part.

That’s all.

I run my fingers over the silk at my waist, smoothing invisible wrinkles, then glance again at the bouquet on my dresser. The card still peeks out from between two peony petals.

My stomach does that little flip again.

“I still don’t know how he knew where to send all this stuff,” I murmur. “He didn’t even ask for my address.”

“Well, I might have mentioned to him that we are roommates as well as best friends. I guess all he had to do was look up my address on the files at work, and then he had your address too.”

“Oh...” is all I can think to say.

“See, I told you he was obsessed,” she says, and when I glance at her through the mirror, she’s wearing that smug grin again.

I can’t help being surprised. And something else too. There’s a fluttering sensation that curls low in my belly, and it’s spreading slowly like warmth through my limbs.

He didn’t ask because he already had a plan. He was thinking ahead. Thinking of me.

Zoe checks her phone. “It’s almost time. Are you ready?”

I stare at myself in the mirror.

Hair curled softly over my shoulders. Eyes lined, lips glossed. The dress like water, clinging in all the right places. My cheeks are still flushed, and I know it’s not from the makeup.

I exhale slowly. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

And that’s the truth. But not for the reasons I thought it would be.

Not because I’m worried it’ll be hard to act like I adore him.

But because I’m starting to think it might be scarily easy.

A knock sounds at the front door, and Zoe and I freeze, looking at each other.

“Are you expecting anybody?” she asks.

I shake my head.

We hurry downstairs, her bouncing ahead of me with all the excitement of a girl sending her best friend to prom with a billionaire.

When she pulls the door open, I feel the air leave my lungs.

A man in a crisp black suit stands beneath the porch light, posture perfect, expression blank in that professional way that still manages to radiate importance.

“Miss Lila?” His voice is smooth, low. “Mr. Merrick sent me to escort you to the event.”

Behind him, parked at the curb, is the sleekest, most beautiful car I’ve ever seen. Jet black. Impossibly glossy. Silver detailing so polished it gleams under the streetlight.

I don’t know much about cars, but I know that thing must cost more than a year’s rent.

Zoe lets out a whistle. “Someone wants to make a good impression tonight.”

My stomach swoops. My palms go clammy against the silk at my sides.

Zoe pulls me into a quick hug, her grin huge against my shoulder. “Text me if you elope, okay?”

I laugh nervously but hug her back tightly. “Shut up.”

“You look incredible,” she murmurs. “Seriously. He’s going to lose his mind.”

I don’t say anything. Because I’m not sure I can.

The chauffeur steps aside, and I walk slowly toward the car, the hem of my dress whispering against the concrete. The back door opens with a soft click, and he holds it for me like I’m royalty.

Inside, everything glows softly with warm ambient lighting. It smells like luxury, like something expensive and just slightly masculine.

I lower myself into the back seat, and the door shuts with a gentle thump, sealing me in.

The car glides away from the curb, the city sliding past in a blur of streetlights and window reflections.

I sit back, sinking into the seat as if it was made to hold me. For a second, I close my eyes, a small smile tugging at the corners of my lips.

He did all this for me. The dress. The flowers. The lingerie. The car.

It’s pretend. I know that.

But right now, it doesn’t feel that way.


Chapter Three
Lila


The car slows to a stop in front of a towering glass-and-steel building, all clean lines and glittering reflections. The skyscraper stretches high into the night sky, lit from within like a beacon. Sleek, modern, intimidating. Of course this is where he works. Of course this is where tonight’s gala is being held. It looks like it belongs to someone powerful. Untouchable.

It looks like it belongs to someone like Sebastian.

My stomach tightens as I glance through the tinted window and see him standing just outside the gleaming entrance, hands in his pockets, his posture completely effortless. His suit is dark and razor-sharp, the fit almost indecent in the way it hugs his broad chest, his long legs. He looks like every dangerous fantasy I’ve ever tried to ignore.

And then he sees the car, and he straightens up instantly, striding towards me like the bustling crowd on the sidewalk doesn’t exist.

Sebastian opens the door himself, not even waiting for the chauffeur to make it around to my side of the car.

He leans in slightly, offering his hand. “Lila.”

It’s just my name, but it sounds different in his voice. Lower. Rougher.

I slide my fingers into his, and the second our skin touches, I feel it. A jolt. Like something alive is leaping through me. My breath catches. His hand is warm, strong, and I have to work hard not to melt into the seat.

He helps me out of the car, and when I look up, he’s staring at me like it’s the first time he’s ever really seen a woman.

His eyes roam. Unapologetic. Slow. Down my throat, to the curve of my chest, the dip of my waist and the way the silk clings to my hips. His gaze doesn’t just travel; it devours. Like he’s starving and I’m the only thing on the menu.

A flush creeps up my neck, heat pooling low in my belly.

He leans closer, his voice quiet but full of something that sounds too real. “You’re stunning.”

I blink. “I... I, ummm...”

I don’t finish, because what do you say to that? Thank you? Please say it again?

Instead, I lift my gaze to him, my heart hammering against my ribs. “Thank you. For the dress. And the flowers. And the car. You really didn’t have to do all that.”

He looks at me as if I’ve said something ridiculous.

“Of course I did,” he says softly. “I wanted to make sure you felt special tonight. Needed to know my girl was going to get here safely.”

My girl.

It’s what he called me on the note that came with the flowers, and now he’s calling me that again. It’s only two words, but that’s all it takes for my breath to snag and my insides to twist in that sweet, terrifying way I haven’t quite figured out how to deal with yet.

He doesn’t let go of my hand.

Instead, he tucks it into the crook of his arm, drawing me against his side. Like I belong there. Like he wants me there. And I have to remind myself, yet again, that none of this is real.

And then we’re walking towards the building. Together.

The glass doors slide open ahead of us, spilling light across the marble floors inside. My heels click softly as we move, and every step feels like I’m being pulled deeper into something I’m not sure I’ll come back from.

He glances down at me out of the corner of his eye. Again. And again. Like he can’t stop himself.

Inside, the room opens up like a scene from a dream. Crystal chandeliers shimmer above our heads, dripping light over gold-rimmed glasses and sequined gowns. The air hums with music, something slow and elegant played by a string quartet in the corner, and a soft buzz of conversation swirls all around us.

And then...

“Oh no,” Sebastian mutters under his breath. “Brace yourself.”

Before I can ask what he means, I see her.

She’s making her way towards us in a smooth, commanding glide, dressed in a structured white jacket trimmed with pearls, a silver cane tapping rhythmically at her side though she doesn’t seem to need it. Her chin is high, her white hair immaculately coiled into a bun. Her eyes are like polished glass, sharp and assessing, and they cut straight through me in a single glance.

“Lila,” Sebastian says, standing a little taller beside me. “This is my grandmother. Genevieve Merrick.”

Her name doesn’t surprise me. She looks exactly how I would imagine a Genevieve to look. Regal. Composed. Probably capable of winning a war with a single raised eyebrow.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs. Merrick,” I say with what I hope is the right amount of warmth and poise.

She hums, and it’s a soft, unimpressed sound. Her eyes continue their visual dissection of me. “Hmmm.”

Sebastian slides a hand to my lower back. It’s gentle, steadying, and just the right amount of possessive. My spine straightens on instinct.

“She is the matriarch of my family,” he says under his breath, his lips close to my ear. “Don’t take it personally if she tries to stare you into an early grave.”

“I heard that,” Genevieve replies coolly, without missing a beat.

He grins. “I meant you to.”

There’s a flicker of something behind her eyes. Amusement, maybe? It’s gone too fast to be sure.

She turns back to me. “So, Lila, what is it you do when you’re not... dressed up pretty and hanging off my grandson’s arm?”

My cheeks heat, but I keep my smile steady. “I work in early childhood education. At a daycare center in Brooklyn.”

Genevieve’s eyes narrow slightly. “So you... watch children.”

There’s no obvious malice in the phrasing, but no warmth either.

“I help care for them, yes,” I say. “But I also plan activities, support their learning, and work with families. It’s a lot more than just snacks and naps.”

Something flickers in her expression. Curiosity, maybe. Or skepticism softened by interest.

“And you enjoy that?” she asks.

I nod, a little smile tugging at my lips despite the tension in my spine. “I love it. They’re so full of wonder at that age. You can see them discovering the world for the first time, and it’s... humbling, honestly. Their joy is pure. And when they trust you?” I shrug, feeling myself get a little carried away. “There’s nothing like it.”

There’s a beat of silence before she speaks again.

“Hmmm.” Genevieve’s gaze sharpens, but this time, it doesn’t feel like a weapon. More like a microscope. “Maybe I will live long enough to meet a great-grandchild after all.”

Sebastian chokes. I blink.

“Not that I’m rushing you,” she adds smoothly, turning to her grandson. “But it’s not as if you’re getting any younger.”

He coughs into a smile, tightening his arm around me. “Thanks for the reminder, Gran.”

Her eyes land back on me. “Keep him in line, dear.”

“I’ll try,” I say softly, not sure if I should laugh or pass out.

Sebastian’s hand finds the small of my back again. Steady. Protective.

And then he kisses my temple. Right in front of his grandmother. Soft and slow, like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Like he does it all the time.

I feel the flutter of it in my knees, in my chest, in my throat. My brain lags behind my body, trying to sort out the why of it. The how.

But before I can think too hard, Sebastian pulls back and says smoothly, “If you’ll excuse us, I need to dance with my girlfriend before someone else decides to whisk her away from me.”

His voice is low, teasing, like we’ve done this a thousand times. And Genevieve actually... smiles. Just barely. But it’s there. A small one. Tight, but real.

Sebastian leads me away with his hand firm at the small of my back. His stride is confident, and his smile is borderline smug.

“Did I do okay?” I whisper once we’re out of earshot.

He glances down at me with a twinkle in his eyes. “You did better than okay. You impressed her. Which, frankly, is usually an impossible task.”

And somehow, that means everything to me.

I follow him onto the dance floor, hyper-aware of how many eyes are on us. It’s not paranoia. I can feel it. There are a few hushed murmurs and curious glances, some skeptical, and probably more than one asking what I’m doing on his arm.

Sebastian Merrick, in a black tux that hugs his broad shoulders like it was sewn there. Hair sleek and perfect. Jaw carved like something ancient and powerful.

And then there’s me. Ordinary in every way that matters.

But when he turns and pulls me gently into his arms, all that noise in my head just... disappears.

One of his hands rests low on my waist, the other cradling my fingers in his. The pressure is firm. Assured. Like he knows exactly how to hold me, exactly how to lead.

He draws me in, and I go willingly.

And I swear, I feel it in every inch of my body.

My chest presses lightly against his. My cheek could easily rest against his collarbone if I let it. His body is all heat and muscle, and I feel so small in his arms. In a way that makes me feel safe. Held.

His hand shifts slightly, fingers grazing bare skin where my dress dips at the back, and I swear my knees almost give out.

“You’re trembling,” he murmurs.

I don’t deny it. “You’re not.”

He smiles. “Because I’m exactly where I want to be.”

God help me.

We sway in slow, perfect rhythm, him leading while I melt. I barely even hear the music. All I know is the solid weight of his hand, the heat of his body, and the steady, anchoring feel of his touch guiding mine.

When I glance up at him, he’s already looking down at me, and something flickers in his eyes. Warmth. Hunger. Something protective, almost reverent.

My breath catches.

This doesn’t feel fake. Not one bit.

If I’m pretending, I must be better at this than I thought. Because right now, every part of me is aching like this is real. Like he’s mine, and I’m his.

And somewhere, far in the back of my mind, a terrible thought curls in and whispers: How am I supposed to go back to normal after tonight?

“Sebastian.”

The voice is syrupy and sharp, like honey over broken glass.

We both turn at the same time.

A woman is walking towards us through the crowd, tall and willowy, with flawless skin and a crimson dress that highlights her slender curves. Her long brown hair falls in sleek, perfect waves over one shoulder, her full lips painted a shade of red that’s just this side of sinful.

When she reaches us, she looks at me like I’m something she found stuck to the bottom of her expensive designer shoes.

“Aren’t you going to introduce us, Sebastian?” she asks, all teeth and angles.

I feel him stiffen beside me, and his arm tightens around my waist. “Lila, this is Annika.”

It’s all too obvious there is history between the two of them, and if the look she’s giving me is any indication, she’s not over him yet.

“Well, she’s... sweet,” she says, dragging the word out like it’s offensive. “If that’s what you’re into now.”

I feel my smile wobble. My face flushes hot and humiliated, and I immediately hate myself for it. She’s beautiful. Perfect. She looks like she belongs in a fashion magazine, and the worst part is that she’s probably already been plastered over several of them.

I want to disappear and forget this ever happened. I must have been crazy to think I could blend in with Sebastian in his world.

But then he speaks, and his voice is like ice. “Watch your mouth, Annika.”

My head snaps up.

He shifts closer, and suddenly I’m not just standing next to him. I’m wrapped up in him. His strong arm is around my waist, his chest pressed against mine like he’s shielding me from anything that might try to hurt me.

“Lila is mine,” he says, his voice low and sharp. “And I won’t let anyone talk about her like that.”

“Oh, please...” she begins, but goes quiet when she sees what Sebastian is doing.

His hand moves to my jaw, gentle but firm, and before I can process what’s happening, his mouth is on mine.

The kiss is fire and silk, devastating and perfect. His lips are sure and commanding, like he doesn’t care that we’re in the middle of a crowd. Like he wants everyone to see.

And I want it too.

My hands slide up his chest, gripping his lapels, and I melt into him, parting my lips with a soft gasp that he takes full advantage of. The world disappears. There’s only this. Only him. The scent of his cologne, the way he tilts his head, the way his fingers tighten ever so slightly when I press closer.

And then, too soon, he pulls away.

It feels like a dream, and I have to force my eyes open. When I do, a part of my brain registers that Annika is gone. I didn’t even hear her leave.

But all I’m really aware of right now is Sebastian.

He’s looking at me like he can’t decide whether to push me away or drag me closer. His hand is still on my cheek, thumb tracing along my jaw. His chest rises and falls with his breath, and I can feel his heartbeat against mine.

“Come with me,” he says. “I need to get you somewhere quiet. Right now.”

He takes my hand, and I don’t hesitate.

We slip off the dance floor. Past the glittering chandeliers. Past the hum of conversation and the low, elegant music. Towards the elevators.

My heart is still pounding from the kiss. From the way he touched me like he meant it. Like he wasn’t acting at all.

The elevator doors slide open, and we step inside alone. His hand doesn’t leave mine.

As the doors close and the lift begins to rise, the space seems to shrink around us. The tension is heavy, hot, electric. I can’t take my eyes off him.

And then, he turns and pushes me up against the wall.

It’s not violent, but it’s not soft either. He presses his hands on either side of my head, caging me in. His eyes are dark, his jaw clenched, and for a moment, I can’t read him at all.

And then he kisses me. Again.

I can’t stop the noise I make. It’s a soft, startled sound, but when it escapes my lips, his fingers curl against the wall, and his mouth is harder, hungrier.

I’ve never been kissed like this.

Like it’s a challenge and a demand. Like he wants to know every secret hiding under my skin, and he’ll do whatever it takes to find them.

Maybe this is just for tonight. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything, and it is all just pretend. But right now, I can’t stop.

If all I get is one night with him, I’m going to make it count.


Chapter Four
Sebastian


Her lips taste sweet, like strawberries, and it just makes me hunger for her even more.

I’ve got Lila pinned against the elevator wall, her breath catching every time I caress her tongue with my own. And the way she arches into me like she can’t seem to get close enough... fuck, it’s going to be my undoing.

I didn’t plan to kiss her downstairs. Not in front of everyone. Not like that.

But when I saw the way she looked at the floor after Annika opened her mouth, like she wanted to disappear, I lost it. The hollowed-out look in her eyes? That little flicker of shame on her face?

No. Absolutely fucking not.

So I kissed her, and now I can’t stop.

She makes a soft little noise into my mouth as I tilt her chin and kiss her deeper. Her fingers are buried in my hair. I don’t even know if the elevator is still moving, but I don’t care.

When the doors open behind me with a chime, I pull away just long enough to look at her.

Her lips are swollen. Her pupils blown wide. She looks dazed and radiant and completely, devastatingly mine.

I lift her into my arms without a word. She gasps, but her arms loop around my neck without hesitation.

“I need you,” I growl. “Now.”

I carry her through the hallway outside my office, the world going silent behind us. Everyone’s at the gala. This floor is dark, quiet, and completely empty.

Exactly how I want it.

The door to my office swings open under my hand. I stride inside, cross the room, and place her on the edge of my desk like she’s something precious. Fragile. Sacred.

Her breath catches as I kiss her again; hot, deep, desperate.

My hands roam down her back, then up along her ribs, my fingers gliding over the soft silk of her dress. Her body shivers under my palms. She tastes of surrender. She feels like fate.

I press a kiss to the soft underside of her jaw, then down her neck. She tips her head back, baring her throat to me like it’s instinct. Like her body already knows who it belongs to.

“Sebastian...” she whispers, and the sound of my name on her lips like that makes my dick throb painfully in my pants.

“Tell me to stop if you need me to, babydoll,” I murmur against her skin, even as I kiss lower, my lips brushing against the swell of one breast.

She doesn’t say a word. Her fingers curl into the lapels of my jacket, tugging me closer instead, and that’s all the answer I need.

I push the straps of her dress down gently, revealing her inch by inch. The fabric slips lower, baring the curves I’ve been imagining since the moment I first saw her.

And then... I freeze.

A creamy droplet glistens on one of her nipples, catching the low office light like it’s been placed there on purpose to tempt me.

Jesus.

Something primal slams into me. A possessive, bone-deep need that tightens every muscle in my body.

I want to taste her. I want to suckle at those tight little buds until I’ve claimed every sweet drop of her milk for myself. And I can already tell just by looking at her that she’s going to be the sweetest, most addictive thing I’ve ever tasted.

Just as I begin to dip my head, Lila gasps and folds her arms across herself.

“Oh my God,” she breathes, mortified. “I... I got carried away. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done this. I shouldn’t have let you see me like this.”

I take her face in my hands. “Lila, look at me.”

She hesitates. Then, those wide, wounded eyes meet mine.

“You don’t ever have to apologize. Not to me. Ever.” I press a kiss to her forehead. Then her cheek. Then the corner of her lips. “You’re beautiful, babydoll. Every inch of you.”

Her arms begin to loosen across her chest as I continue to offer her gentle kisses and words of reassurance. I stroke them gently, letting her feel how calm I am. How anchored I’m trying to be, even while every cell in my body is screaming at me to devour her whole and make her mine already.

“Tell me, Lila.” I kiss the tip of her nose, then her cheek again. “Why are you lactating?”

She swallows hard. Her gaze flickers away again.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I say quickly, brushing my thumb along her jaw. “But I’d love to know. I want to understand.”

She’s quiet for a moment, then she nods and slowly begins to speak.

“I’ve been... kind of obsessed with the idea of getting pregnant.”

Her voice is soft. Honest. Vulnerable.

“My doctor diagnosed me with PCOS a couple of years ago, when I was eighteen. She said I might have difficulty conceiving. And ever since then... the obsession has just grown. I know it’s weird, but the idea of lactating, of preparing my body to... to nurture... well, I started taking herbs. Started pumping. I wanted to feel closer to the woman I want to be. Even if I’m not there yet.”

Her eyes fill with a sheen of emotion. “It probably sounds insane.”

“No,” I say fiercely. “It doesn’t.”

I slide the top half of her dress down a little lower, revealing the flat plane of her stomach. My fingers glide over her bare skin, and her body is warm beneath my touch. She breathes in, shaky and surprised.

“You want babies?” I say softly. “I’ll give you babies. A whole damn football team if that’s what you want.”

Her eyes fill again, this time with something like wonder. And when my hand moves higher, cupping the underside of one breast, her lips part.

“Tell me no, and I’ll stop.” I brush my thumb gently over the stiff peak, and she gasps. “But tell me yes, and I’ll drink every drop of you.”

Her gaze flies up to meet mine, her eyes wide and her chest heaving. Her nipples are pink and puckered, and the way her areolas are puffy and taut, ready to spill that sweet nectar straight into my mouth, is doing something dangerous to me.

I’d never once thought about feeding from a lactating woman before I met Lila. She’s awakening so many things inside me that I never even knew existed. And I know I’m never going to be the same now that she’s come into my life.

“Yes,” she whispers, her voice raw and aching. “Yes, please.”

With a groan, I cup both her breasts in my palms and press a kiss to each hardened bud. The droplet of milk on her left nipple catches my lower lip, and I can’t help it. I dart out my tongue, eagerly searching for more.

Lila moans, and the sound goes straight to my dick.

Fuck, I’ve never heard a more perfect sound in my life.

I suck the stiff peak of her nipple and begin to suckle. After a few seconds, the creamy, warm milk fills my mouth, and a jolt of something powerful goes through me.

It’s pure, it’s sweet, and it’s hers.

This is her. Lila. Everything that she is. Soft. Loving. Nurturing.

Perfect.

A sound comes from the back of my throat as the flavor coats my tongue, and the pressure in my groin becomes almost unbearable. I can’t even remember the last time I was this hard.

I start sucking harder, drawing more of her soft flesh into my greedy mouth. At the same time, I cup her other breast, giving it a gentle squeeze. When Lila gasps, I pause and lift my gaze to her face, scared that I’ve done something to hurt her.

But she nibbles shyly at her lower lip, her cheeks turning pink as she points to my chest. “I’m sorry. But if you don’t want to make a mess of your suit, you probably shouldn’t squeeze me like that.”

I pull my mouth away from her breast, already missing the taste of her as I glance down, spotting the white trickle running down my black lapel.

Fuck. My cock gives a desperate twitch.

I’d fucking bathe in her sweet cream if I could.

Unable to help myself, I give her tit another squeeze, sliding my fingers from the base of her breast towards her nipple. More milk squirts out onto my shirt, and we both moan in unison.

“Does it feel good when I do that, babydoll?” I ask, even though I already know the answer.

“Yes,” she moans. “So good, Sebastian. But...”

“No buts,” I growl, cutting her words off with a kiss. “If it makes you feel good, I want to do it. Fuck the suit. I’ll buy a new one.”

“Oh...” she whimpers.

But if she was going to say anything else, her words are lost the moment my lips return to her breast. I wrap my arms around her waist and tug her closer, holding her right where I want her as I suckle at her nipple.

“Sebastian,” she murmurs.

I give her other breast a gentle squeeze, and she shudders against me, her nails digging into my shoulders through my suit.

“You taste incredible, Lila.”

I can feel her heartbeat thundering against her ribs, her body trembling with every caress of my tongue, her breath coming faster. I keep up the suction, coaxing her milk to flow freely, and the noises she’s making are driving me out of my mind.

Even as I feed from her, I shrug out of my suit jacket and tug blindly at my tie. My shirt follows, and then my hands are back on her full, luscious tits, squeezing them both firmly. Milk flows faster into my mouth, while another stream of warm milk splashes against my bare shoulder, trickling down my chest.

It’s messy. It’s fucking hot. And I want more.

I’m drunk on her, and I never want it to end.

Lila’s body is shaking, her legs tightening around me, her head falling back as I continue to drink from her. Her hands are in my hair, gripping it hard, and it’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever felt.

She’s completely uninhibited. Open. Free. Just how I always want her to be with me.

“Sebastian,” she gasps, the word catching in her throat.

“You like that, babydoll?” I say, kissing a trail up the soft, smooth curve of her breast. “You like feeding me? You like filling my belly with your milk?”

“Yes,” she whimpers. “Is that... is it weird?”

“Fuck no,” I groan. “Or if it is, we can be weird together, because I can’t get enough.”

I kiss her lips, and she moans, tasting her milk on my tongue.

“But now,” I say when I pull back slightly, enjoying the sound of her ragged panting, “it’s time for me to take care of you. It’s time for me to fill you with my cum and turn you into the mama you long to be.”


Chapter Five
Lila


My body is on fire.

I’ve never been so aroused.

Sebastian’s words, his hands, his mouth. His tongue. All of it is making me dizzy with desire. I can barely believe that he still wants me after finding out my secret. And now he’s talking about giving me the family I’ve always dreamed of.

There is a distant voice in the back of my head telling me not to believe it. It’s not real. Tomorrow I’m going to wake up and be alone again.

But I can’t stop now. Not when his every touch is lighting me up. Not when his eyes are hungry, his voice a low growl.

Not when he’s kissing me like he needs me to breathe.

His hands grip my hips, and he pulls me off his desk, wrapping one arm around me as I wobble slightly for a second. Then he’s pushing my dress all the way down, leaving a puddle of silk around my ankles.

I’m standing in front of him in just a pair of sheer, lacy panties, lace-top stockings, and heels. My hair is a tangled mess around my face, and his lips are red and swollen from feeding on me.

He doesn’t say a word. He just stares at me like I’m something he’s never seen before. Like he’s not sure he can trust his eyes.

“You’re wearing the underwear I sent you,” he growls, and my face heats in response.

“Of course,” is all I can think to say.

He crouches down in front of me and reaches around to grab my ass cheeks in his powerful grasp, pulling my hips slightly forward. I gasp and grip his shoulders to keep myself steady as he presses his face against the thin fabric between my legs.

“Mine,” he groans, his breath hot against me. “You smell so fucking good. So wet and sweet and ripe. I’m going to bury my cock inside you, and when I come, it’s going to put a baby right here.”

He brushes his nose and lips against my lower belly, and the motion is so sweet and tender that tears sting my eyes.

“That’s what you want, isn’t it?” He nips at the skin right below my navel, sending a shockwave of pleasure through me. “That’s what you need, and I’m going to give it to you.”

I’m too lost for words. So I nod instead, biting my lower lip, and try to keep my knees from buckling under me.

With a growl, Sebastian grabs the panties and tugs those down too before standing and pushing me back against the desk once more. He lifts me easily for a second before placing me back down on the edge of the wooden surface.

He steps between my spread thighs, and when his fingers brush the inside of one leg, slowly trailing upwards, I’m already dripping for him.

“So wet,” he says again.

His thumb glides up, grazing the slick folds, and when he finds the swollen bud of my clit, I have to bite my tongue to stop from crying out.

“So fucking responsive,” he continues, his voice low. “And I can’t wait to see you pregnant. Your body full and round, glowing with life.”

“Sebastian...” My voice cracks, but it doesn’t stop me from moaning again when his thumb swirls and strokes.

“That’s right, babydoll,” he murmurs. “I want you to say my name. Let the whole damn city hear you. Because you’re mine. And no one else gets to have you.”

I’m still reeling from his words when his fingers dip inside me, two of them thrusting deep, curling upwards, stroking and teasing.

“Oh God!” I arch into him, clutching at his shoulders.

“Fuck, babydoll. You’re so damn tight and wet. Tight as a virgin.”

My cheeks flush with heat, and he looks at me. Really looks at me. “No. There’s no way.”

I can’t speak. Can’t explain. I’ve never wanted anyone to touch me the way I want him to, and now, his fingers are buried inside me, making me feel so damn good that I want more than just his fingers inside me.

“You’re not a virgin,” he says, his eyes burning with disbelief. “You can’t be.”

My face burns hotter, and shame fills me. Surely he’s not going to want me when he finds out I’m a twenty-year-old virgin. But I swallow, forcing the words past my lips anyway.

“I am. I’ve never...”

He doesn’t give me a chance to finish. With a guttural sound, his mouth crashes down onto mine, and his fingers plunge deeper, thrusting in and out.

“I can’t fucking believe this. I can’t believe that you’re untouched. That no man has ever been inside this sweet little cunt. But once I’ve filled you with my seed, you’re going to belong to me. Every part of you. No other man will ever lay a finger on you.”

“Oh...” I gasp.

His fingers slide in and out of me, and my head falls back, my eyelids fluttering closed. The pleasure is so intense, so overwhelming, that I don’t know how much more of it I can take.

But he doesn’t stop. He doesn’t slow down. His hand keeps pumping, and the wet, obscene sounds it’s making just seem to spur him on.

I lay back on the desk, the wooden surface cool against my back as I writhe with the pleasure of his touch. And then his hot, wet mouth latches onto my nipple again, and he begins sucking while his fingers thrust faster.

My vision is going blurry, my skin is hot and sensitive, and a pressure is building inside me. A delicious tension that’s coiling tighter and tighter with each passing second.

“Come for me,” Sebastian says, lifting his head from my breast for a moment. “Come on, babydoll. I need to feel you.”

His fingers curl upwards, stroking a sensitive spot inside me, and then his lips find my nipple again, sucking even harder than before.

I can’t hold back.

“Sebastian! Oh God, Sebastian!”

The orgasm tears through me, a wave of ecstasy that has my toes curling, my spine arching, and my mouth falling open in a silent cry.

He doesn’t stop. He just keeps stroking and sucking, dragging the pleasure out until my entire body is limp and quivering.

When he finally does stop, I’m still panting, my heart thundering. I’m boneless and spent, and all I want to do is sink into his arms and never leave.

He doesn’t say a word as he pulls away from me, his hands on his belt, unfastening it. His cock springs free, hard and huge and thick, and I stare at it, suddenly realizing how big it really is.

“It’s going to hurt,” he says, as if reading my thoughts. “But only for a second. And then it’s going to feel so fucking good, Lila. Better than anything you’ve ever felt before. Because we’re meant to be together.”

I should be scared. Terrified. But I’m not. I want this. Need this.

I don’t just want Sebastian to fuck me.

I want him to claim me.

Even if it is just going to be for one night.

He steps closer between my thighs, his hand curling around the base of his cock, and guides the swollen tip to my opening.

“Are you ready, babydoll?” he asks, his voice rough.

“Yes,” I whisper.

Slowly, carefully, he begins to push inside. The feeling is intense, stretching me wider than his fingers did, and I moan.

“Shhh, I’ve got you.” His lips brush my forehead as he eases himself in another inch. “Fuck, you’re so damn tight.”

“Oh God.”

He groans and pushes forward again. And again. The sensation is almost too much, but his hands are holding me steady, and when his fingers move down between my legs and find my clit, he begins to rub gently, coaxing pleasure to bloom once more.

“That’s a good girl,” he whispers. “Just relax, babydoll. You’re doing so well.”

My body softens beneath his touch, and the tension that was building within me eases.

“That’s it,” he says softly. He kisses my cheek, my jaw, my throat. Each press of his lips sends a shiver down my spine.

And then, without warning, his hips surge forward, and his cock thrusts deep, sheathing itself fully in one stroke.

The pain is sharp and sudden, but it’s gone in an instant, replaced by an aching, full sensation. It feels incredible, and the only thing I can do is hold on to him tightly, my fingers digging into his back.

“So tight,” he growls. “Fuck, Lila, you’re perfect. Just perfect.”

He kisses me again, and the kiss is urgent and deep. I can feel him shaking slightly, his body held in rigid control.

I love the way he tastes, the way he smells, the way he feels. Everything about him is turning me on.

“Now,” he whispers. “We make a baby.”

“Yes.”

The word is barely a whisper, but he hears it anyway. And when he begins to move, I can’t hold back the moans that spill from my lips.

He feels amazing. Big and thick and powerful, his hips rolling smoothly as he thrusts. The friction of his shaft against my inner walls is incredible, and my entire body trembles with the pleasure of it.

“Oh yes,” he groans. “That’s it, babydoll. Take me. Take all of me.”

He pulls out until only the tip of his cock is still inside me, then he drives back in, his hips slapping against mine.

“Fuck, Lila. Your sweet little pussy is going to make me come. I can’t stop myself. It’s too fucking good.”

“Yes,” I gasp. “Yes, please, Sebastian.”

He picks up the pace, his thrusts growing deeper and faster. His breathing is ragged, his chest heaving. His body is slick with sweat, and his skin is burning hot.

“I can feel you,” he groans. “I can feel your sweet pussy getting tighter, and I can’t wait to fill you with my cum. To watch it drip down your thighs and know that you’re mine.”

I cling to him, unable to speak, unable to do anything but let the sensations wash over me. It’s so much. Too much. My body is wound tight, like a spring about to snap.

“Yes,” I whimper. “Please, yes.”

“That’s right, babydoll,” he says, his voice hoarse. “That’s right. Let go. Come for me. Come all over my cock.”

And with those words, his hips piston faster, harder, the pleasure building inside me until I can’t take anymore.

“Sebastian! Oh!”

I explode around him, the orgasm wracking my body, the waves of ecstasy crashing through me. I hear him grunt, feel him drive deep, and then his cock jerks inside me.

Warmth floods my core, his seed spilling into me. I can feel him coming, the pulse of his release, and I grip his shoulders tighter, riding the pleasure.

“Fuck,” he gasps. “Fuck, babydoll.”

We stay locked together for a long time, our bodies entwined, neither of us wanting to break the connection. He keeps himself buried inside me as he takes my nipple back into his mouth, suckling and drawing out more of my milk. I can’t resist lifting my head from the desk to watch as his throat bobs with each swallow, and his eyes are half-closed as if he’s savoring every drop.

When he finally does lift his head, there’s a small trickle of my cream at the corner of his mouth, and I lean up to kiss him, tasting myself on his lips.

He takes a step back, and I whimper when he finally slips free of my body. A rush of warmth follows, a reminder that we didn’t use protection and that, no matter how small the chance is given my condition, his baby might be growing inside me.

“As much as I want to stay here and keep doing this all night, we should probably head back to the gala. I have to give a speech soon, and we don’t want anyone coming up to search for me. Because if anyone else were to see you like this, I might have to tear his goddamn eyes out.”

His voice is a low growl that has my body humming with need again despite the fact he’s just given me two intense orgasms.

I’m not ready to return to reality. But when he holds his hand out to help me up from the desk, I know that I don’t have a choice.

This was always just a one-night fantasy.

Tomorrow, he’ll forget all about me.

And I’ll be left with nothing but the memory of his touch and the hope that his seed took root in my womb.

Because that’s the only part of him I can keep with me forever.


Chapter Six
Sebastian


The morning after claiming the woman I want to build my life with should feel triumphant. Glorious. Complete.

But all I feel is restless.

I’ve been sitting at my desk for the last two hours, doing nothing but pretending to work. In reality, I’ve just been staring at my laptop screen while my brain loops a slow-motion reel of her laid out on this desk. Moaning my name and letting me take her like she’s mine.

Because she is.

Fuck, she is.

The problem is, I haven’t heard from her since last night.

The gala had felt like something out of a dream. After I’d claimed her in my office; fed from her, tasted her, taken her; she’d pulled herself back together with that shy but radiant grace of hers. Let me zip up her dress, helped me straighten my tie, and kissed me with soft, swollen lips before slipping her hand into mine and letting me escort her back down to the party.

I didn’t let go of her the entire night.

We danced. We talked. I introduced her to everyone who mattered, watched their eyes light up when she charmed them all without even trying. My grandmother kissed her cheek and told me I was finally making wise decisions, and all I’d felt was pride. Yes, I’d wanted to say. She’s the one.

When the night ended, I wanted nothing more than to take her home. My car was waiting. My bed was waiting. I was waiting.

But she’d kissed me, slow, sweet and lingering, and told me she’d needed to go home. That she had to be at work early this morning, so she needed some rest. I had reluctantly put her in the car she’d arrived in and told her to text me as soon as she got home safe.

And she did. At 1.13 a.m.

Now it’s past noon, and I haven’t heard from her again.

I glance at my phone for the hundredth time. No new messages. I flick to our conversation. Still nothing. So I lock the screen again and stare at my reflection in the black glass.

“She’s working,” I remind myself under my breath, like it’ll keep me sane. Like it makes any damn difference.

But a flicker of panic is working its way through me, irrational and ugly. What if she regrets it? What if I moved too fast, pushed her too hard, and now she’s quietly backing away? What if it didn’t mean the same to her?

The thought guts me. I don’t do panic. I don’t do doubt. But this woman...

She unmade me.

And now she’s silent.

I try to snap out of it, turning my attention to the email blinking on my screen. Something about a contract revision. I don’t even see it. I just see her. Her wide eyes, flushed skin, mouth parted on a moan.

Goddammit. I need air. Or caffeine.

Or her.

I grab my car keys and stalk out of my office. It’s lunchtime already, so Zoe isn’t sitting at her desk, and I’m grateful for that. The last thing I need is her seeing me lose control over her friend.

Somehow, my car seems intent on heading towards the coffee shop where I met Lila yesterday. Where my carefully built world got turned upside down in an instant.

She’s not here.

The disappointment punches harder than it should. Like I’d expected the universe to reward me with her just for walking in.

I order a coffee and take a seat, the same one I’d sat in yesterday. It feels like stepping into a memory. Her scent isn’t here, not really, but my brain fills in the blanks. Her perfume. Her voice. The way her face had glowed while talking about the kids she looks after at work.

With a sigh, I pull out my phone and start scrolling. I can pretend I’m actually paying attention to whatever is on my screen. Pretend I’m not watching the door.

Every time it opens, I look up too quickly. Every time it’s not her, I clench my jaw and berate myself for being such a fucking fool.

But the thing is, I’m already addicted. I’ve had a taste of her, and now I’m starving for more.

Then the door chimes again, and when I glance up, the air leaves my lungs.

It’s her.

Lila steps into the coffee shop like the sun decided to wear a body and bless me with its warmth. She’s laughing at something Zoe says beside her, the sound light and effortless. Her cheeks are pink from the heat outside, her eyes glowing, lips parted in a soft smile that punches me straight in the chest.

I freeze. My coffee sits untouched in front of me, my phone forgotten. I don’t breathe, don’t blink. I just watch her.

She looks radiant. Relaxed. The way she brushes her hair behind her ear. The way her mouth moves when she talks. She’s in a pale yellow sundress and flats, casual and perfect, and I know there is no universe where she isn’t mine.

My hands curl into fists under the table.

Lila doesn’t see me. She’s standing in line with Zoe, scrolling her phone one second, teasing her friend the next. She’s so at ease. So unguarded.

I can’t stop staring at her.

But then, a man steps into her space.

He’s maybe a year or two older than her, wearing a cheap suit that’s about two sizes too big for him. He’s got that too-easy, too-slick confidence that comes with thinking he’s God’s gift to women.

I don’t hear what he says. I just see his hand brush her arm. Tension shoots through my muscles; my teeth clench.

What the fuck is he doing?

He leans in, grinning. Her brows lift, clearly confused, but she doesn’t step back right away. Probably too polite. Too startled. She shakes her head and starts to say something, but he steps closer. His smile widens.

And I fucking snap.

I’m on my feet before I’ve fully processed it, crossing the room in long, silent strides. Every ounce of civility burns off me like smoke in a wildfire.

The guy’s still talking when I reach them.

“Back. Off,” I growl, my voice low and flat and lethal.

He startles and turns. “Excuse me?”

“She’s taken,” I bite out, stepping between him and Lila with absolute finality. “So keep your fucking hands to yourself. And stay away from what’s mine.”

The last word drops like a weight between us.

The man backs up immediately, stammering some kind of half-apology before making a fast retreat out the door. Good.

When I turn back to look at Lila, she isn’t looking at me like I’m her hero. She’s looking at me as if I just slapped her.

Her eyes are wide, cheeks pale. “Sebastian...”

“Lila, I...”

She shakes her head and turns to Zoe, grabbing her hand. “We have to go. Now.”

I reach for her arm, but she pulls away before I can touch her.

“I just... I can’t be here right now,” she says, her voice small and brittle.

Then she’s gone, dragging Zoe behind her, out the door and into the summer heat. Not even a glance back.

I stand there frozen, her name still half-formed on my lips, and all I can do is watch her disappear while a crack forms in my heart.


Chapter Seven
Lila


The car hums quietly beneath us, but my brain is anything but still.

I stare out the window, watching the world blur past. My hands are clenched tightly in my lap, nails digging half-moons into my palms, and my heart is still lodged somewhere in my throat.

What the hell was that?

Last night was supposed to be a one-off. That was the deal. The fantasy. One night of decadence, a few stolen hours where I let myself believe that someone like Sebastian Merrick could want me. And then I was supposed to let it go. Walk away before the lines got too blurry.

It had taken every last shred of my self-control to tell him goodnight after the gala. To kiss him and then climb into that luxury car and drive away, knowing I’d never feel that kind of electricity again.

And when I got home, I’d cried. Like an idiot.

Silent, muffled sobs into my pillow as I tried to pretend I wasn’t completely, irreversibly wrecked by him.

And now?

Now he’s showing up at the coffee shop and acting like I’m his. Like we’re together. Like none of the rules ever existed.

My stomach flips again at the memory of Sebastian storming across the cafe like a man possessed, that deadly calm in his voice when he told that guy to stay away from “what’s mine.”

Those words still echo in my head. Loud. Hot. Dangerous. And it made me feel... everything. Too much.

I panicked. I ran. And I still don’t know whether I regret it or not.

I’m so deep in my own head, I barely notice when the car slows. Zoe pulls over onto a quiet side street, then shifts into park and kills the engine with a decisive click.

She turns towards me, one perfectly manicured brow arching high.

“Okay, you need to tell me right now what the hell is going on between you and my boss.”

I blink, caught like a deer in headlights. “Zoe...”

“Nope.” She holds her hands up. “Don’t ‘Zoe’ me. You just pulled me out of a cafe like someone had pulled the alarm, and you’ve got a haunted expression on your face. And Sebastian Merrick, the ice king himself, just looked like he was ready to murder someone for touching your arm.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. I don’t want to say it. Not out loud. Because if I say it, that makes it real. And if it’s real, then that means I’ve actually fallen for a man I can’t have.

But something inside me cracks. The pressure is too much.

“I slept with him.”

Zoe’s eyes widen. “You what?”

I let out a breath that shudders on the way out. “Last night. I didn’t mean for it to happen. But some ex of his was saying mean things about me right to my face, and he was defending me... then he just kissed me right in front of everyone. And it was amazing.”

“Oh my God,” she murmurs, but I’m not done.

“I told him...” I pause, swallowing hard. “I told him how I’ve always wanted to be a mom. How that’s something I’ve dreamed about for years, even if the PCOS means it might be difficult to conceive. And he didn’t laugh. He didn’t freak out. He just looked me in the eye and told me he’d give me as many babies as I wanted. Swore he’d knock me up no matter what it took.”

I press my fingers to my lips, trying to keep it together. “I should’ve walked away right then. That should have been the moment I reminded myself it was all pretend. But I didn’t. I let myself believe it. I let myself feel it. Because I wanted him, and all the things he said he was going to give me, so badly it hurt.”

What I don’t tell her is how special it was. How he’d accepted my body without hesitation, worshipping my leaking breasts and swallowing every drop as if he couldn’t get enough of me.

That part is mine. Just mine.

“Holy shit,” Zoe whispers, eyes wide like saucers. “Lila.”

“I fell for him,” I admit softly, finally.

The car is quiet except for my rapid breathing.

“I told myself it was pretend. That it didn’t mean anything. It was just a hot fantasy we both wanted to indulge in for one night.” My voice breaks. “But it did mean something. It meant everything. And now he’s acting like it meant something to him too, and I don’t know what’s real and what’s not anymore. I feel like I’m going insane.”

Zoe exhales, leaning back in her seat with a shake of her head, like she’s trying to process everything at once. “Okay. Wow. First of all, thank you for telling me.”

She pauses for a second, as if she’s gathering her thoughts.

“Look, I’ve worked for Sebastian for two years. And I’ve never seen him look at anyone the way he looks at you. That man doesn’t do personal. He doesn’t date. At least not publicly. He definitely doesn’t kiss anyone in front of half the city’s elite like he’s claiming his prize.”

My chest squeezes. “Then why did...”

“And all morning,” she cuts in, her voice gentle now, “he was grumpy as hell. Pacing. Snapping at people. Checking his phone every couple of minutes. And I’m willing to bet a year’s salary that he was waiting for you to text him.”

She nudges my shoulder. “Lila. You’ll never know how he really feels unless you ask him. You owe it to yourself to talk to him. To get answers. Stop torturing yourself.”

I hesitate. My heart is beating so fast it feels like it might crack right down the middle.

“But what if I’m wrong?” I whisper. “What if it was just a fantasy for him?”

Zoe gives me a look. “Then at least you will know, and you will be able to move on and start healing. But you don’t kiss a woman in public unless you want the world to know she’s yours. And you sure as hell don’t look ready to commit a felony in a coffee shop over her unless it’s real.”

I laugh, just barely, but it’s something.

She puts the car in drive. “Come on. You’re talking to him. Today.”

I nod slowly. “Okay. I guess I’m calling in sick for the afternoon then.”

***

Zoe accompanies me up to Sebastian’s office. My nerves are tangled tight in my stomach, and my heart is trying to beat out of my chest.

This is a terrible idea. And yet... I need answers.

The elevator ride is short but tense. Zoe’s chatting about some poor intern who broke the printer and then tried to fix it with duct tape, but I barely register the words. My palms are sweaty. My breath won’t resettle.

I keep replaying the gala. The way he looked at me. Touched me. Fed from me. Spoke about doing everything he could to give me the babies I long for.

That couldn’t have been fake. None of it could have.

Could it?

The elevator doors glide open. Zoe leads the way down the hall. Sebastian’s office door is wide open, and I can hear voices coming from within. Sebastian’s. And a voice that makes my blood run cold.

Zoe hears it too, and we both slow down, then stop just outside his office, my mouth dropping open when I spot Sebastian sitting at his desk.

Annika is behind him, leaning down to whisper something in his ear while she wraps her arms around him, her hands caressing his chest. Even though they are both fully clothed, the moment seems too intimate. They seem too close.

The breath leaves my lungs in one violent whoosh.

No.

No no no.

I thought things were over with her. But I must have been wrong.

How could I have been so stupid? How could I have believed he’d want me when he could have a beautiful woman like her?

I turn and bolt, shoving past Zoe, who is still staring at Sebastian and Annika, apparently too shocked to look away. I can’t look anymore, though. I can’t. So I just run.

I don’t even wait for the elevator. I take the stairs two at a time, my heart hammering so violently I think I might throw up.

I’m a complete idiot.

A fucking fool.

And now, I have to find a way to get him out of my head.

Out of my heart.

Forever.


Chapter Eight
Sebastian


I come straight back to the office after the disaster at the coffee shop.

I don’t speak to anyone. I don’t make eye contact. My jaw is locked so tight it’s a wonder I haven’t cracked a molar.

What the fuck just happened?

Lila ran.

She ran from me like I was a stranger. Like I was some threat. After last night... after everything I said to her, everything I did with her... she acted like I was nothing. Like I didn’t mean a damn thing to her.

But it wasn’t nothing. It couldn’t have been.

I saw the way she looked at me. The way her body responded to mine, the way she trembled when I told her she was mine and promised to put a baby inside her. That wasn’t an act. That wasn’t pretend.

It was real.

Wasn’t it?

The elevator dings, and I stride out, dragging a hand down my face. I haven’t slept. Haven’t eaten. My mind has been circling her like a goddamn vulture all night and all morning.

The moment I push open the door to my office, I freeze.

Annika is here, sitting on the edge of my desk, and my entire body tightens with instant, blinding irritation.

Of all the places she could have parked her silicone-padded ass, she chose that spot. The spot where I made Lila come apart beneath me last night. The place I touched her, marked her, made her mine.

The desk doesn’t belong to Annika. It belongs to Lila.

“Sebastian,” she says smoothly, like she owns the goddamn room. “I had a meeting with James in Events about the new social rollout, and I thought I’d pop in and say hi.”

She crosses her legs, and her dress shifts higher on her thigh. Deliberately so.

I leave the door wide open, hoping she’ll take it as a hint that she should walk out through it very soon. “You’ve said hi. Now you should go.”

She tilts her head, pouting like a child who’s just been denied dessert. “You’re grumpy.”

“I’m not in the mood for your games, Annika.” I sit in my office chair, the leather creaking under my weight. “Go flirt with someone who gives a fuck.”

Instead of leaving, she slides off the desk and moves behind my chair, placing her manicured hands on my shoulders. She starts massaging gently, nails raking through the fabric of my suit like she owns me.

And nothing could be further from the fucking truth.

“You’re so tense,” she murmurs. “I know how to help with that.”

I shrug her off with a sharp jerk of my shoulders. “Don’t. Just don’t, Annika.”

She laughs, low and sultry, then steps in closer, draping herself over me like a snake. Her arms come around my shoulders, and her hands splay across my chest, fingers curling into my suit jacket.

“You remember how good we were together, Sebastian,” she breathes against my ear. “You don’t need to pretend that sweet little thing you brought to the gala can satisfy you. Not really.”

Her voice turns smug.

“She’s not built for a man like you. But I am. I know how to handle you. How to take all this stress and make it melt away.”

I go very, very still.

She takes that as encouragement and leans in closer, her lips nearly brushing the stubble of my jaw while her fake tits press against my back.

But she doesn’t know what she’s doing.

She doesn’t realize that I’m sitting still because if I move, I’ll lose it. That I’m holding back because right now, I want to hurt her.

Not just because she’s touching me like she has any right. But because she has the audacity to speak about Lila like that. To diminish her. To act like she’s nothing more than a naïve distraction.

No one speaks about my girl that way.

My skin crawls beneath her hands. Her perfume makes my throat itch. And the fact that she’s doing all this in the same space where I worshipped Lila last night, desecrating this sacred space...

It makes me want to burn this fucking office down.

Annika’s hand slides lower. Her fingers slip between the buttons of my shirt, brushing over my bare chest with a confidence that makes bile rise in the back of my throat.

That’s it.

I can’t take anymore.

I surge to my feet, and the sudden movement sends my chair crashing back into her legs. She stumbles with a soft gasp, the wall behind her stopping her from falling to the ground. I don’t give a damn.

I put distance between us... physical, emotional, every goddamn kind of distance I can manage... and round on her with fury simmering just beneath the surface.

“There is nothing between us, Annika.”

She opens her mouth, but I don’t let her speak. Not this time.

“You and I hooked up once, and it meant nothing to me. Absolutely fucking nothing. And I sure as hell don’t want it to happen again.”

Her lips part in a pout, but I keep going.

“I love Lila,” I say, voice low and lethal with conviction. “She’s the one I want. Not just for one night. I want an entire fucking future with her.”

The words burn as they come out, but not from pain. Because they are too big to hold inside anymore.

“Lila is everything to me,” I say. “And anyone who tries to stand where she belongs is just making a damn fool of themselves.”

Annika flinches. It’s slight, but I see it.

There’s a shine in her eyes now, a flicker of emotion I didn’t expect. The usual smug tilt of her lip fades. For the first time, I think she actually hears me.

I take a breath. Try to calm the pounding in my chest. The rage. The adrenaline.

And that’s when her eyes shift past me, towards the open office door. Her expression changes again, sharpens with something that looks a lot like guilt.

I turn slowly and freeze. Zoe is standing in the doorway. Her arms are folded across her chest; her expression unreadable.

“What the hell?” I ask, throat dry.

“I was walking Lila up to see you,” Zoe says. Her voice is careful, controlled. But not cold. “She saw... that.” She motions to Annika with a slight tilt of her head. “Saw her touching you. And she ran.”

My heart stops. Everything inside me shatters like glass underfoot.

She saw that. And she ran. Again.

“No,” I whisper, stepping forward. “No. She has to know... it wasn’t... fuck.”

“She didn’t stick around long enough to hear the part where you said you loved her,” Zoe says, softer now.

“I need to find her,” I say, already brushing past Zoe, my hand grazing the doorframe for balance because my legs feel like they might give out.

Zoe catches my arm. “Sebastian.”

I glance back.

“I’ll call her,” she says gently. “I’ll tell her it wasn’t what it looked like.”

I hold her gaze for a beat, then nod.

But it’s not enough. It won’t be enough until I’m holding Lila in my arms again, telling her myself.

Because she has to know she’s the only one I want. That there’s nobody else for me. Now or ever.

She’s mine, and I’m not losing her without a fucking war.


Chapter Nine
Lila


I storm down the sidewalk, my feet stomping the pavement harder than they should. The city blurs around me, and none of it registers properly. Everything is drowned in the burn of tears in my eyes and the sound of my heartbeat thundering in my ears.

What the hell just happened?

I can’t stop seeing it. Annika leaning over him. Her hands on him like they were a couple. Her smile. His stillness.

Why didn’t he move? Why didn’t he stop her?

I wrap my arms tighter around my middle, trying to hold myself together, but I can feel the cracks splintering wide open. My chest is a mess of hollow ache and raw betrayal, and I swear, if I stop walking for even one second, I’ll collapse right here in the middle of the street.

After everything that happened last night. After what we shared. Even if it was just for one night, how could he move on so quickly?

And then today, at the coffee shop, he’d acted like I really was his. Like it was more than pretend for him. He’d looked like he was going to kill that guy who had started talking to me.

So how could he then go back to his office and let another woman touch him like that?

I try to breathe. Try to tell myself it was all fake, anyway. That it was never real to begin with, so I have no right to feel like this. He was never mine.

But the thought only makes the pain worse.

My phone starts ringing in my purse. I ignore it, and it eventually stops. But only for a few seconds, then it starts again.

I fumble for it with shaking hands, switching it off without even glancing at the screen to see who is calling. I can’t talk to anyone right now. I just need to get home so I can fall apart in the safety of my room where no one can see how broken I am.

The tears spill over again, hot and fast, blinding me. I wipe at them furiously.

And that’s when I hear it. The sound of a car slowing down beside me.

I glance over, and my stomach flips.

Sebastian’s car crawls along the curb, keeping pace with me. The window lowers, and I catch the look in his eyes before I whip my head away.

“Lila...”

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, picking up my pace, practically jogging now. I don’t want to hear whatever carefully constructed excuse he’s about to feed me. I don’t want his apologies. His explanations. His words.

Because no matter what he says, I know I’ll believe him. I won’t be able to resist him.

“Lila! Wait!”

I hear the car door slam behind me, hear his hurried footsteps over the hum of the city. Then his hand closes gently around my arm, warm and firm, pulling me to a stop beside a row of boutique storefronts. He doesn’t yank me, doesn’t force me. But the touch alone is enough to weaken something deep inside my chest.

He steps in front of me, blocking the rest of the world out. His eyes are wild, panicked, but steady on mine.

“It wasn’t what it looked like,” he says. “Annika touched me, yes, but only briefly. I pushed her away because I couldn’t stand the feel of her hands on me. There is only one woman I want touching me ever again.”

I shake my head and take a step back. “Don’t.”

“It’s the truth.”

I laugh. It’s not a happy sound. “You’re only saying that because you got caught. But it’s fine, Sebastian. Really. You’re a free man. You can screw whoever you want. None of it was ever real, anyway.”

His jaw clenches, but I keep going, trying to force him to understand.

“I mean, it makes sense,” I say, folding my arms around myself like a shield. “Why would you want me when you could have a model? A stunning, polished, normal woman. Not someone like me. A hormonal, lactating freak who apparently lets any man who shows any interest try to knock her up.”

The words taste like acid, but I say them anyway, because pushing him away feels safer than being pulled back in.

Sebastian’s expression darkens, but not with hurt or anger. With possession.

“Don’t you dare talk about yourself like that.”

“But it’s true...”

“No,” he growls, stepping closer. “The only truth is this: it was never fake for me. Not one second of it.”

My breath catches.

“The moment I saw you,” he says, voice rough and low, “sitting in that coffee shop with Zoe, I knew. You were the one. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I couldn’t stay away. And last night, Lila... I’ve never felt anything more real in my goddamn life.”

I try to look away, but he follows my gaze, stepping into my space again.

“You’re mine. You understand, babydoll? Nobody else is going to touch you. Nobody else is ever going to be close enough to even try to get you pregnant. Because you’re mine.”

I want to believe him.

God, I want to.

But there’s still that insecure little whisper echoing in my head, the one that’s been with me my whole life.

“Look,” I say quietly. “I know I can’t compete with someone like her. So just go back to her and let her be your picture-perfect trophy wife. You’ll be happier with her. She belongs in your world, and I don’t. So just leave me alone.”

I try to walk past him, but he moves fast.

He presses me gently against the brick wall of a storefront, his hands braced on either side of me.

His voice drops to an intimate growl. “She’s nothing. Do you hear me? Nothing. Her beauty’s fake, her heart’s cold, and the only things she’s ever cared about are money and status. You? You’re real. Your beauty is effortless, and it radiates from the inside out. You’ve got a heart so full it makes me ache just looking at you.”

I blink, stunned.

“I want you, Lila,” he says. “I want a family with you. I want to see you swollen with my baby, want to see you glowing and soft and safe, carrying the future we made together. I want to watch you hold our child in your arms and know I gave you everything you ever wanted.”

Tears spring to my eyes again, but this time, they’re not from the pain.

He sees it, and he leans in, just a little. His voice softens.

“There’s nothing I want more in this world than you. And I will spend the rest of my life proving it if that’s what it takes.”

I swallow hard, blinking fast against the sting in my eyes. My voice comes out soft, but it trembles with the weight of everything I’m feeling.

“But all I can see is her,” I whisper. “Annika. In your office. Touching you like you were hers. How am I supposed to just let that go? I’ll never know for sure what actually happened between the two of you.”

Sebastian’s expression falters. His brows pull together, confusion flashing briefly across his face before understanding sinks in.

“Wait...” he says slowly. “Did you talk to Zoe yet?”

My heart stutters. “What?”

“Zoe,” he says again, a little firmer now. “She saw everything, Lila. She was there. She told me she was going to call you and explain because she knows nothing happened. She saw me push Annika away. She heard me tell her I only want you.”

My lips part, but I don’t know what to say.

“I... I didn’t answer my phone,” I admit. “It just kept ringing, and I couldn’t...” I shake my head. “I was too upset. I didn’t check who it was. I just... shut it off.”

Sebastian steps closer again, and the urgency in his eyes is unmistakable.

“Please,” he says. “Call her. She’ll tell you exactly what she saw. You know Zoe. If I’d done anything to hurt you, she would have dragged me out of that office by my balls and lit me on fire.”

Despite everything, a tiny, incredulous laugh escapes me. He’s not wrong.

I pull my phone from my bag, switching it back on. The screen floods with missed calls, all from Zoe.

My fingers tremble as I tap to call her back. She answers on the first ring.

“Lila! Oh my God, are you okay?”

“I... I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Zoe, did you see what happened?”

She doesn’t hesitate. “Yes, I was right there, and I promise you he didn’t touch her, Lila. Not even once. He shoved her away and told her you were the only one he wanted. I’ve never seen him so pissed. I swear to you, he shut her down hard.”

I press a hand over my mouth as fresh tears fill my eyes.

“I wouldn’t lie to you,” she adds softly. “Not about this. You know me. And I’m sorry I didn’t follow you out. I was just too busy trying to work out the best way to hide his body once I was done with him. But it turns out I don't have to.”

A quiet laugh breaks from my throat. “Thank you, Zoe.”

“Call me later, okay?”

“I will,” I promise, then hang up.

I don’t say anything right away. Just stand there, phone still in my hand, while everything sinks in. Relief, confusion, exhaustion... it all crashes over me at once.

Sebastian doesn’t speak. He doesn’t push. He just watches me with quiet patience while I try to pull myself together enough to work out how I feel.

When I finally look up at him, I think he can see it in my face that I believe him now. That I know the truth. But that doesn’t stop the flood inside me. So much has happened in the last twenty-four hours, and it’s suddenly all too much.

He steps forward and gently takes the phone from my hand, sliding it back into my purse.

“Come on,” he murmurs, guiding me towards the car with a steady hand at the small of my back. “I’m taking you home. We’ll talk more there. And I’ll take care of you.”

I don’t argue. I don’t have the energy to. I let him open the door for me. Let him help me in. Let him tuck me into the seat like I’m something precious.

Because right now... I think I need that.

I think I need him.


Chapter Ten
Sebastian


She’s quiet the entire ride home.

Not cold. Not withdrawn. Just... silent. Like she’s trying to hold herself together with invisible thread. And I want to speak, to fill the car with all the things I haven’t said yet, but I don’t. I give her space. Give her time to digest everything that’s happened.

When we reach her building, I park and climb out, coming around to open her door. She moves like she’s underwater. Slow. Careful. Like everything might break if she makes any sudden movements.

I take her keys gently from her hand. She doesn’t protest. That has to mean something.

I unlock the door and guide her inside.

The house smells of cinnamon and honey. Warm, soft lighting fills the space, making it feel cozy. Inviting. Just like her. Everything about this place feels like home in a way my penthouse never has.

“Come here,” I murmur, leading her to the couch.

She follows without hesitation, and when I sit, she lets me pull her into my lap. Her body curls into mine, and I wrap my arms around her, cradling her gently against my body. One hand strokes her back. The other slides slowly through her hair, calming the both of us. I rock her gently, more out of instinct than thought.

Minutes pass. I don’t count them.

Then she lifts her head, her gaze finding mine with hesitant vulnerability. When she speaks, her voice is barely louder than a breath.

“You meant it? What you said earlier... about it never being pretend?”

I cup her cheek, tipping her face towards me. I want her to see the truth in my eyes when I say this. Every word of it.

“It was never pretend,” I say softly. “Not for one second. You weren’t just some fake date last night. I was so fucking proud to have you on my arm at the gala. To be able to introduce you to my grandmother as my girlfriend. You’re it for me. And I was so damn scared today that I might have screwed everything up. I can’t live without you, babydoll.”

Her eyes search mine, shimmering with something that looks a lot like hope.

“I love you, Lila.”

Her breath hitches.

“I love you too, Sebastian,” she whispers.

God.

The relief that hits me is so fierce I almost lose it. I think I might have if she wasn’t already leaning in, her lips just inches from mine, her breath warm against my mouth.

I hold still, letting her come to me. Before I lose control and take what I need, I have to know she needs it too.

Her lips brush mine, soft and tentative, and something inside me snaps.

My hand slides up into her hair, fisting the silken strands as I tilt her head back and kiss her like a drowning man tasting air. Desperate. Grateful. Completely hers.

She melts against me like warm honey, her body molding to mine as I pour everything I feel into that kiss. Every ounce of fear, of longing, of love.

I pull back just long enough to pull her dress off over her head, and then my mouth is back on hers, devouring her with an intensity that scares the hell out of me. I’ve never needed anyone the way I need her.

Her hands brush against my chest, and I lean forward just enough to let her slide my suit jacket off my shoulders. I release my hold on her as I pull my arms out of the sleeves, tossing the jacket aside. Then we both get to work on my shirt. It’s gone in moments, and when I pull her close once more, her skin is soft and warm against mine.

I slide my hands around her back, unclasping her bra, then gently tug the straps down her arms, tossing the thing away. Her breasts are full and heavy, and I can’t help the groan that slips from my throat.

God, I need to taste her again.

My lips trail down her throat, then lower. When my tongue circles her nipple, her hands clench tight around the muscles of my biceps. A soft sigh breaks from her lips.

“You’re so fucking perfect,” I murmur, my voice hoarse.

She arches against me, and I take her nipple into my mouth, sucking forcefully until I feel that first splash of milk on my tongue. I groan against the soft flesh.

“Fuck,” she gasps, her hands gripping the back of my head, keeping me there. “Sebastian...”

My teeth scrape gently against the swollen bud, and her hips rock against me. I can feel the heat and need of her even through her panties and my pants, and the feel of her rubbing against the length of my cock makes it jerk with need.

My free hand slips between us, stroking her through the thin cotton covering her mound. The material is soaked, and the need to be inside her is so fucking overwhelming.

“Oh God,” she whimpers, grinding against my palm.

I pull back from her breast, looking into her eyes.

“I need to fuck you, babydoll. I need to feel that sweet little cunt wrapped tight around me. Need to flood your womb with my seed again. Fuck, I need to get you pregnant. Make you mine forever. Give us a family.”

“Please,” she breathes. “Yes.”

That’s all the permission I need.

While she unfastens my pants and pulls out my cock, I tug her panties to one side. I can’t even bear the thought of being separated from her for long enough to take the damn underwear off, so this will have to do.

Her small hand wraps around my shaft, and I almost lose it.

“Now,” I growl, lifting her up.

I can’t wait. I slide her down onto my dick, impaling her in one smooth thrust.

Her head falls back, a long, low moan breaking from her throat. Her pussy is a velvet vise, so fucking tight. So wet. It’s too much. Too good.

She starts to rock her hips, riding me, and every nerve ending in my body fires. My fingers dig into her ass as she moves, her soft cries of pleasure filling the room.

“That’s it,” I murmur. “Ride me, babydoll. Take what you need.”

I watch in awe as she starts moving faster on my cock, her head back, her eyelids heavy. Every time she slams her hips down against mine, her tits bounce, milk dripping down her abdomen and coming to rest at the point where our bodies meet.

“Oh God, I missed you, Sebastian,” she whimpers breathlessly. “Missed you inside me. Missed you touching me. Kissing me.”

“Fuck, Lila,” I growl, the words a primal rumble from deep in my chest.

My arms wrap around her, pulling her flush against me, and she goes willingly, melting into my body as I thrust up into her. Her pussy clenches around me, and her cries start to get louder.

“Feed me while I breed you, Lila,” I growl. “Give me what’s mine.”

Her breath comes in little pants as she leans back, her fingers gripping the back of the couch behind me for support. She pushes her chest forward, and I latch onto her breast.

Sweet, warm, creamy milk floods my mouth, and I thrust hard into her pussy, groaning as the taste of her explodes on my tongue. My balls draw up tight, ready to explode.

“Gonna come,” she gasps. “Oh God, I’m gonna come.”

I can’t talk anymore. All I can do is suck her breast deeper, swallowing mouthfuls of her milk as she starts to cry out, her voice hoarse and broken. Her body jerks and trembles in my arms, her orgasm crashing through her, her pussy clenching and fluttering around me.

My own orgasm hits a second later. It’s like a hurricane, slamming into me so hard it almost hurts.

My vision whites out. My heart hammers. Every muscle in my body contracts as I flood her with hot, thick jets of cum. I grip her hips, holding her down on me so I can shoot my load as deep as possible, so fucking determined to have one of my swimmers take root inside her.

She collapses against me, and I wrap my arms around her, kissing her softly as aftershocks course through us.

We stay like that for a long time, her body wrapped around mine. My softening cock still inside her. Her skin pressed against mine. Her breath mixing with my own. A warm trickle of her milk soaking my chest.

There’s no other place I’d rather be.

Finally, she lifts her head.

“What happens next?” she asks softly.

“I’ve got big plans for us, babydoll. You’re going to move in with me while I find us the perfect family home. And I’m going to put a ring on your finger and give you my last name. Lila Merrick has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

The way her face lights up fills my heart with pride, and I make a vow to myself to always make sure she looks this happy.

“And through it all,” I continue, “I’m going to be filling you over and over, until you’re carrying my child. You and me and a whole bunch of kids. That’s the future. That’s the plan. But today, you and I are going to go upstairs and just focus on the part of the plan where I’m trying to put a baby inside you.”

A slow, shy smile spreads across her face.

“Yeah,” she murmurs. “I like that plan.”

A slow grin spreads across my lips. “Which part? The future together, or my plan to keep fucking you all day and night?”

“Both,” she says, grinning back.

“Good. Me too.”

I stand with her in my arms and walk towards the stairs, ignoring the clothes we’ve left strewn all over the place. We’ll clean it up later.

Right now, all that matters is her.

And making our future together a reality.


Epilogue
Lila


Two years later:

I wake slowly, the soft morning light filtering through the sheer curtains as warmth and weight cradle my body. My first awareness is the ache in my lower back, the tight fullness in my breasts, and the familiar weight of our baby kicking low and steady in my belly.

The second thing I notice is the way Sebastian is watching me.

He’s propped up on one elbow beside me, eyes dark and tender, a quiet smile on his lips like I’m the most precious thing he’s ever seen.

“You’re staring again,” I mumble, voice thick with sleep.

He brushes a strand of hair off my cheek. “You’re beautiful. How can I not?”

I stretch a little, the movement making me wince. “I feel like a whale.”

He leans down and presses a kiss to the side of my swollen stomach. “A beautiful, glowing, goddess-of-fertility kind of whale.”

I laugh under my breath. “That’s not a real category.”

“It should be,” he says, flashing me a wicked grin as he drags his fingertip over the curve of my belly. “I’d worship at your altar every day.”

I roll my eyes, but my cheeks heat anyway. Even now, even after being married for almost two years, Sebastian has the power to make my pulse race with just a look.

He shifts closer, fingers brushing lightly over the damp fabric clinging to the front of my nightdress.

“You’re leaking again, babydoll,” he murmurs, thumb grazing over the dark spot blooming around my nipple. “Want me to help with that?”

Heat floods through me, making me clench my thighs together. I nod, unable to speak, and his eyes darken with heat and desire.

He tugs the fabric down, baring my heavy, full breasts, and leans in to swirl his tongue over one pebbled nipple. My back arches, the movement tugging at my aching muscles, and a moan slips from my lips.

My husband groans and does it again. His tongue is rough and warm against the sensitive, puckered bud, and his breath is a delicious tease that only makes the ache worse.

When his hot, wet mouth latches onto me, I gasp and whimper, my hands tangling in his hair. He sucks slowly, firmly, and I feel the pressure building until a warm spurt of milk bursts onto his tongue.

His low groan sends a wave of arousal straight through me, and the sensation of him sucking harder, pulling more from me, makes my toes curl.

“Oh God,” I whimper, writhing a little as he cups the other breast in his hand, teasing the neglected nipple.

He presses closer, and I feel something hot and hard against my hip.

“Fuck, Lila,” he growls, pulling back for a moment, his eyes burning into mine. “Feel what you do to me, babydoll? Always so fucking hard for you.”

Just as I slide my hand into his boxers and wrap my fingers around him, the baby monitor crackles to life beside the bed.

There’s a soft babble. A tiny, sleepy laugh.

Sebastian sighs with exaggerated disappointment but presses a final kiss to my breast before sitting up and swinging his legs over the edge of the bed.

“I’ll go get our little monster,” he says with a grin, and then pads out of the room, boxers slung low on his hips.

I pull my nightdress up again, then rest one hand on my belly and exhale, still glowing from his attention, still overwhelmed by how lucky I am to have this life. A husband who loves me fiercely. A child I adore. And another one growing inside me, safe and strong.

As it turned out, getting pregnant hadn’t been as difficult as the doctor had first suggested. Or maybe Mother Nature herself had become weak when faced with Sebastian’s determination to give me the family we both craved. It had only taken three months of trying before seeing those two little pink lines on the pregnancy test.

And neither of us could have been happier. Although I think his grandmother was just as excited about the impending bundle of joy as Sebastian and I put together. While Genevieve might look intimidating on the outside, she loves her grandson almost as much as I do, and all she’d ever wanted was for him to be as happy as he is now.

A minute later, Sebastian returns, our son curled up sleepily in his arms. His dark curls are sticking up in every direction, one chubby fist rubbing at his eyes.

“Guess who wanted Mommy cuddles,” Sebastian says, gently laying him down between us.

“Hi, sweetie,” I whisper, running a hand over his soft hair. He squeals with delight and promptly rolls into my side, nuzzling his warm little face against my belly.

“Baby,” he murmurs, patting my bump with a clumsy hand.

“That’s right,” I say softly, catching Sebastian’s eye. “Your baby brother or sister is in there.”

As if on cue, there’s a flutter of movement beneath my skin, and little Alfie’s eyes go wide. “Kick!”

Sebastian chuckles, sliding back into bed and wrapping an arm around all three of us.

My eyes sting a little with how full my heart feels.

This is everything I wanted, and more than I ever thought I’d have. Not just the baby I dreamed of, but the man who would do anything to make me feel loved and safe and whole. A family of my own. A future that feels warm and bright and full of joy.

And I’ll never take a single second of it for granted.
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Chapter One
Grant


The NICU is quiet, but not still. Soft beeping from monitors hums beneath the gentle murmur of nurses moving between isolettes. The air smells sterile, clean, purposeful... and familiar. I’ve worked at half a dozen hospitals over the last fifteen years, and it never changes. The gravity in the room. The fragility. The hope.

“This is the west wing pod,” the nurse beside me says, gesturing to the curved row of incubators. “Usually reserved for our smallest preemies. We try to keep the lighting low and the noise down as much as we can. It’s a really good team here, Dr. Maddox. You’ll fit right in.

She smiles, and the way she looks up at me makes me think of an eager puppy waiting for a reward.

“Alyssa, right?” I ask, keeping my tone polite as we move down the hall.

Her face lights up. “You remembered.”

Not really. It’s just on her name tag. “How long have you been a nurse?”

She flushes. “Two years. I got my degree at night school and started working here six months ago. I’m glad I could be the one to show you around today.”

Alyssa has been giving me this tour since I checked in at the front desk, all polite professionalism wrapped up in low-key flirting. It’s subtle, but practiced. The way her fingers brushed against mine and lingered there when she handed over my badge. The way she tilted her head when she asked how long I'd been in neonatology.

I’m neither flattered nor uncomfortable. Just... aware.

It happens with surprising regularity.

I’m not blind to the fact that I’m not a bad-looking man. I’ve heard the term “silver fox” more times than I care to count, mostly from residents who think whispering in a hospital hallway makes them quiet. I’m calm. Confident. Competent. And women notice.

They try to get my attention, but it never sticks. Not really.

I’ve had a few relationships in the past, if you can call them that. Flings that burned hot, then fizzled the moment they wanted more than I was willing to give. I’ve never been the guy who plans weekend getaways or sends goodnight texts. I live and breathe this job. Neonatal medicine doesn’t exactly lend itself to candlelit dinners and long walks on the beach.

So whenever things started getting serious; when they’d ask where things are going and what I wanted; I’d give the same answer every time.

I don’t have the time. Or the energy. And I’d leave them to work out the part I don’t say. That I don’t have the interest.

It’s not that I’m against settling down with someone. I’ve just never met anyone who made me want to change the rules I live my life by.

Alyssa stops outside a closed door marked ‘staff only’ and rests her hand on the handle. “This is the staff break room. It’s usually pretty quiet this time of day. There’s a coffee machine inside, and it’s decent enough if you like it strong.”

“I do.” I give her a small smile.

Her fingers linger on the handle. “You’ve still got a few minutes before your shift starts, if you want to settle in. Maybe grab a cup.”

There’s a pause. The kind of pause where a woman waits to see if you’ll invite her to stay.

I don’t.

“Thanks for the tour,” I say, holding her gaze just long enough to be polite. “I appreciate it.”

Something flickers behind her eyes, disappointment maybe, but she smooths it out with a practiced smile.

“Of course. If you need anything, just ask.”

“I will.”

She walks away with that light sway some women wear like a challenge. But I turn away and push the break room door open.

It’s ten minutes until my first shift at a new hospital, and I have a feeling I’m going to need a big cup of that coffee to get me through the day.

Or maybe not. Because as soon as I step inside, the world tilts sideways.

There’s a nurse sitting in one of the chairs, her head bowed slightly as she tugs her scrub top down into place. On the table in front of her is a breast pump, the bottle full to the top with milk.

She freezes when she sees me. Eyes wide. A faint pink flush blooming across her cheekbones.

Shit.

“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, lifting a hand and already stepping back. “Do you need more privacy?”

She’s already moving, standing, clearly flustered. “No... ummm... it’s okay. I’m finished.”

She picks up the pump with practiced hands, starts dismantling the parts without looking at me. The bottle of milk gets tucked into the mini fridge with care, and before she closes the door, I notice two other bottles in there, presumably from earlier pumping sessions. She moves to the sink, starts rinsing pieces under a stream of water. Everything about her movements is efficient and graceful, and I can’t take my eyes off her.

She’s... breathtaking.

Long dark brown hair twisted up into a loose bun, soft tendrils escaping around her temples. A heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and flushed skin. Her lips are pink and full, slightly parted. And her eyes are green. Green like spring moss, or forest light, or something softer than anything I’ve ever known.

She’s slender but curvy in all the right places. I try not to look, but my body notices and reacts anyway.

My chest goes tight, and it suddenly feels impossible to draw in a full breath.

There’s a baby at home. A husband, probably. A picture-perfect little family. And the thought settles in my gut like a fucking stone.

She looks up at me then, and I realize I haven’t said a word since she stood up.

“I’m Hannah,” she says quietly. “Welcome to Mercy Hill.”

I nod, stepping fully into the room now, dragging my focus away from her and over to the coffee machine.

“Grant Maddox,” I say, reaching for a mug. “New guy. First day.”

“I figured,” she says, smiling just a little. “I heard a new doctor was starting today, and you’ve got the lost but pretending not to be look.”

Her voice is soft, lightly teasing. Sweet. But not meek. And it punches through me like a pulse of heat.

I pour the coffee. Black. No cream. I don’t trust my hands enough to stir anything right now.

“So,” I say, aiming for casual, trying not to look like I’m unraveling on the inside. “NICU nurse and a new mom? That’s got to be a brutal combo.”

There’s a pause.

I glance over my shoulder. Her brow is knit slightly, like she’s confused. Then she shakes her head.

“Oh... I’m not a mom,” she says, drying the pump parts with a towel. “I induced lactation on my own. Started a couple years ago so I could donate to the milk bank. Some of the moms in the NICU can’t produce right away, or have medical complications. It’s not much, but... it helps.”

My coffee cup stills halfway to my mouth.

Something inside me shifts.

No. It snaps.

She’s not a mother. There’s no baby at home. She just chose this. Chose to put her body through that kind of work; the daily pumping, the hormone shifts, the time, the physical toll; all because she wanted to help.

For the babies. Because she cares.

I’d already thought she was perfect the second I laid eyes on her, but this? It fucking wrecks me.

It awakens something feral and rooted deep in my chest. An instinct to claim, to protect, to own. Not in a cruel way. In the way a man knows, in his blood, that he’s just found something rare. Something sacred.

“So,” I say, voice lower now, stepping a little closer, “there’s not a man in your life then?”

Her head jerks up slightly, her eyes wide again. She’s not just blushing slightly anymore. She’s flushed all the way down her throat to the hint of cleavage shown by her scrubs.

She shakes her head slowly. “No, there’s not.”

“Good,” I say. “But that’s about to change.”

Her lips part. She doesn’t say anything, but she bites her bottom lip, just for a second.

She likes it. I can see it in the way her chest rises. In the way her fingers falter just slightly as she sets the towel down. She doesn’t know what to do with what I just said... but she doesn’t hate it.

Before I can take one more step and say something that crosses so many lines I’d probably end up fired on my first day, the door swings open.

Another nurse pokes her head in. “Hey, Hannah? Dr. Chase needs a second pair of hands with the twins in 3B.”

Hannah blinks, tearing her eyes from mine. “I’ll be right there.”

She flashes me a quick, awkward smile and slips past, disappearing down the hall with quiet footsteps.

And I stand there, coffee forgotten in my hand, pulse pounding in my throat.

Because I don’t need more time to know the truth.

I’ve just met the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with.


Chapter Two
Hannah


I walk quickly down the corridor towards Room 3B, pretending not to notice the way my scrub top clings uncomfortably to my chest. I didn’t get to finish pumping, and now I’m paying the price. I’m still full, still aching, and completely distracted.

All because Dr. Maddox walked into the break room like he was the very definition of tall, dark, and devastating.

I’ve never met a man who looked at me the way he did. Like he was trying to memorize me. And when he asked if I had a man in my life? God help me, my heart hasn’t settled since. I should have finished my pumping session. I should have asked for more privacy. But as soon as I saw him... I didn’t want him to leave.

So now I’m flushed, frazzled, and trying to hide the fact that I’m one cough away from leaking through my top. I’ve always got so much milk, and while that’s great for the babies who need it, there can be times when it’s a little inconvenient.

I exhale slowly as I reach the door to 3B and school my face into something resembling calm. Because the babies don’t care about flirty doctors and breast pumps. They just need me to show up.

And I do.

Every time.

I step into the NICU room and find Dr. Adam Chase already standing at one end of the isolette cribs, bottle in hand, his jaw tight with impatience. His blond hair is immaculately styled, not a strand out of place, and there’s always something too polished about the way he carries himself. Like he belongs on a medical drama instead of in a unit with one-pound babies fighting for their lives.

“They need to start bottle-feeding,” he says, not even looking up. “But they are being stubborn.”

Baby Maya is blinking up at him, tiny hands curled into fists, mouth closed tight against the bottle’s silicone tip. Adam presses the bottle again, then sighs as if the baby is personally offending him.

“They’re not stubborn,” I say gently, moving to the opposite side of the isolette. “They’re brand new. Their reflexes are still developing.”

Adam hands me the bottle with a shake of his head. “If they’re old enough to scream, they’re old enough to eat.”

I ignore that and go through my usual checks of temperature, color, and muscle tone. Then I adjust the baby’s position, cradling the swaddled body more snugly and offering the bottle again, this time brushing the teat lightly against her bottom lip. Her mouth opens. I wait. After a moment, she roots, then slowly latches.

“There you go, sweet girl,” I murmur, brushing a fingertip down her cheek. “Just like that.

Adam moves to her twin brother, Mason, with a sigh. His approach is the same. Bottle out, straight to the mouth, no prep, no pause.

“You have to wait for him to root, Dr. Chase,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “He’s not ready to latch yet.”

“Well, I don’t have all day to wait for him to be ready. I’ve got other patients who have actual medical issues.”

I don’t respond. What would be the point? We’ve had plenty of conversations like this before, and I don’t think he will ever change. Instead, I stay focused on Maya, holding the bottle just so, careful not to flood her mouth. I hum softly under my breath, the same lullaby I’ve been humming since my first day in the NICU. The baby drinks slowly, steadily, until her little body relaxes into the comfort of being held and fed.

From the other side of the room, I hear a soft cough, then a wet gurgle. I glance over just in time to see Mason sputter and spit up a thin dribble of milk. Adam immediately pulls the bottle away.

“Ugh, I feel like I’m wasting my time here,” he mutters, grabbing a cloth to dab at the mess.

I grit my teeth and turn my attention back to the baby in my arms. Because it’s not a waste. Not when it’s their first time learning how to eat. Not when every feed is a step towards them going home.

Some doctors get that.

Some don’t.

As I settle Maya back in her isolette, tucking the edges of her blanket snug around her tiny frame, a soft, whimpering cry rises from the next incubator.

Mason.

It’s not loud. It’s just a frustrated little sound, like he’s trying to be brave but needs help and doesn’t know how to ask for it. It tugs at something deep in my chest. And then...

Oh no.

I tense, freezing in place as the familiar tingling starts behind my nipples. The warmth. The pressure. My body’s automatic response.

Letdown.

Milk leaks, slow at first, then heavier. I feel it soaking into my bra, into the fabric of my scrubs. My cheeks flame.

I quickly cross my arms, pressing my forearms against my chest, wishing I could make it stop and trying desperately not to draw attention to myself. Adam doesn’t even glance up.

He’s too busy grumbling under his breath as Mason squirms. “It’s like he’s not even trying.”

I bite back a sigh and move to take over, gently adjusting Mason’s position and watching for the little flutter of his mouth.

“There,” I whisper, keeping my voice soft. Soothing. “That’s it. You’re doing great.”

He starts to root, and I ease the bottle in. He latches, slow but sure, and sucks weakly. His eyelids flutter as he feeds.

Adam watches me for a second, then scoffs. “Typical boy. He’ll do anything to impress a pretty lady.”

“They’re preemies,” I say pointedly, not even looking at him. “Everything is new to them, and they just need a little more patience. I thought they would have taught you that at medical school.”

He rolls his eyes and gathers his notes. “Whatever you say.”

I grit my teeth again, offering no response this time. I just want to finish my notes, get out of here, and change.

***

As we leave room 3B, my steps are a little faster than usual. The dampness against my skin is unbearable now, and my scrub top clings to my chest in a way that makes me feel exposed and embarrassed.

I try to angle my body away from Adam, bringing my arms across my chest again. He falls into step beside me, clipboard in hand, his tone light and smug.

“You know,” he starts, “you’d be a real catch, Hannah... if you weren’t so into that whole lactation thing.”

I freeze for half a step before recovering, eyes fixed straight ahead.

“It’s just... kind of off-putting, you know? Most guys don’t really go for that.” He shrugs, like he’s offering some generous, well-meaning insight. “It’s just not very sexy.”

I clench my jaw, but I don’t react. Don’t give him any sign that what he’s saying is affecting me.

“I have to go change,” I mumble, and turn sharply down the hall before he can say anything else.

My eyes sting. But I won’t cry. Not here.

The locker room is quiet, thankfully empty. I peel off the damp scrub top and drop it into the laundry bin, grabbing a clean one from my locker.

My bra is a little wet too, but I don’t have a spare. So I grab a folded towel and press it against my chest for a moment, breathing deeply as I sit down on the bench.

God, I hate feeling like this. Like I’m something strange. Like my body is too much, too weird.

I chose this. I induced lactation for these babies. I give milk because I can. Because it makes a difference.

And most days, I’m proud of that.

But then some jerk like Adam looks at me like I’m broken. Like I’ve warped myself into something undesirable.

I blink rapidly and pull on the clean scrub top, shoving the towel back into my locker before slamming it shut.

“I didn’t do it for men like him,” I whisper. “I did it for the babies.”

Still... it would be nice to feel wanted. To feel like maybe someone could desire me exactly as I am.

My heart stutters.

Grant’s voice echoes in my mind. “Good. But that’s about to change.”

He’d sounded so sure. And he didn’t look at me like there was something wrong with me. Even after he’d walked in on me pumping. He’d seemed... curious. Intrigued. And there was an intensity in his gaze that made me feel... seen.

But it was only a few minutes. We’re strangers. I shouldn’t be reading into a random encounter in the break room.

I should just get back to work.

I close my locker and walk out the door, trying not to think about the sexy, intense new doctor.


Chapter Three
Grant


I’m behind the nurse’s station, reviewing my first chart of the morning. A baby girl, born at thirty-one weeks gestation with mild respiratory distress. She’s making progress, but still under close watch. I scan the notes, mentally piecing together a plan. A steady start to the day, just how I like it.

Movement catches my eye down the hall.

Hannah steps out of one of the private rooms with a tall, wiry doctor who walks with the arrogance all junior doctors seem to have. A few years on the job will knock him down a peg or two, though.

But my gaze is instantly drawn back to Hannah, my heart picking up the pace whenever I look at her. She’s walking stiffly, lips pressed into a thin line, her head ducked and her arms crossed over her chest. The guy next to her says something, and I have to fight the urge to rush over there and punch him in the mouth when a smug grin spreads across his face.

She doesn’t answer. Just turns and slips down a side corridor, out of sight. But her posture says it all.

Whatever he said to her, hurt her.

Something about it claws at me, leaving my hands in tight fists. The instinct is overwhelming; the urge to go after her, pull her into my arms and hold her close.

“Hey,” says a voice beside me.

The man who was just speaking to Hannah is standing there, extending a hand. “You’re Grant Maddox, right? Neonatologist from LA? I’ve heard a lot about you.”

I take his hand, but I already know I don’t like this guy.

“That’s me,” I say, keeping my tone neutral.

“You’ve got a bit of a reputation,” he adds. “Some of the nurses were talking about it yesterday, calling you the NICU whisperer. That’s pretty impressive.”

I nod, barely. Compliments mean nothing when they come from mouths like his.

My eyes flick towards the corridor again, anxious to see her again so I can know she’s okay.

“What happened with Hannah just now?” I ask, turning to face him properly.

Adam raises an eyebrow, playing innocent. “Hannah? Oh. Nothing serious. She just didn’t want to take a little well-meaning advice.”

My jaw ticks.

He talks like he was doing her a favor. Like whatever he said wasn’t meant to wound. But I saw her face. That wasn’t irritation or frustration. That was hurt.

“She still looked upset,” I say, voice cool.

He shrugs again. Too casual. Too smug.

“She’s always doing this weird self-sacrificing thing with her body. Induced lactation, pumping milk like it’s some kind of calling. I just said it might be... affecting her chances. You know. Not every guy’s into a woman who’s always dripping milk.”

The words hit like a slap.

My blood runs hot. My fingers twitch at my sides. I clench my teeth to keep from doing something I’ll regret.

Who the hell does he think he is? That’s not just callous. That’s degrading. Cruel. And aimed at my girl.

The fact that he’s a neonatologist who doesn’t see the value in what she’s doing to help the babies who need it tells me everything I need to know about this man. She deserves reverence, not ridicule. And yet this smug little bastard is standing here, insulting her casually like it’s no big deal.

I take a breath. It’s my first damn day. I can’t make a scene. Not yet.

But if he keeps this up... if he keeps pestering her, belittling her... I’m going to lose the professional mask real quick.

I look him in the eye, my voice flat and cold.

“A real man would see the worth in that.”

He blinks, caught off guard. His mouth opens like he’s about to push back, but I don’t give him the chance.

Because that’s when she reappears. Her eyes flick towards the station, and towards me, but only for a second. Then, she ducks through a narrow door off the main hallway. One I don’t remember from the brief tour. Small, unmarked. Probably a storage room.

Adam says something else, but I don’t hear it. My feet are already moving, pushing past him, following Hannah.

I pause in the doorway for a moment. The room is cramped, dim, and stacked with labeled bins and sealed packages from floor to ceiling. She has her back to me as she rifles through the supplies, and she hasn’t heard me come in.

I step inside, shutting the door gently behind me. My voice is quiet, but it still makes her jump.

“Hiding out in here?” I ask.

She looks at me over her shoulder and lets out a quick, sheepish laugh. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to someone paying attention,” I say. “You okay?”

She shrugs one shoulder. “I just needed a quiet minute. It’s been a long day already.”

I nod slowly, unable to take my eyes off her.

“You don’t have to take that kind of garbage from a guy like Adam,” I say, voice still calm, but tight around the edges. “He doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about.”

I can’t see her face, but I see the way even her ears turn red with shame. It hits me square in the chest. Hard.

No, she doesn’t get to feel small because of him. She doesn’t get to carry that weight, like she did something wrong. I won’t let her.

I take another step into the room, closing the distance. The air feels warmer here. Thicker. Charged.

The shelves press in around us, crowding the space until I have no choice but to stand close behind her. I brace my hands on either side of her, palms pressed flat against the shelves in front of her, boxing her in. But I don’t touch her. Not yet. Because if I let myself lay a finger on her, I won’t stop.

Her breath catches.

I dip my head, lips brushing the shell of her ear.

“A real man,” I whisper, “wouldn’t hesitate to make you his.”

She shivers, holding her breath like she’s waiting eagerly for whatever I might say next. So I continue.

“A man worthy of your heart would see everything you’re doing for those babies and know it’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. He’d already be planning to put a ring on your finger and a baby in your belly. So you’d have one of your own to pour all that love into. Because you deserve that, Hannah. You deserve everything.”

She melts, and I don’t mean figuratively. I feel it. Her shoulders relax, her head tilts back ever so slightly until it brushes my collarbone. And then she moves. It’s just a step, but it’s enough to press herself back into me.

I nearly lose it.

She fits perfectly. Soft and warm against my chest. I let out a rough exhale, then drop my head, burying my face in the crook of her neck, breathing her in. She smells so sweet, like honey and sunshine.

I know she can feel the way my body responds to her, the way my cock strains against my slacks with a desperate need to be buried inside her, but she doesn’t move away.

My fingers curl against the shelf, white-knuckled with restraint.

She whispers, “Do you really mean that?”

Her voice is so small. So unsure. Like she doesn’t believe she’s worthy of being loved like that. Like no one’s ever told her that she is.

God help me, I will burn the fucking world down before I let her keep believing that.

“I meant every word,” I say, my voice rougher now. “And after our shift tonight, I’m taking you out to dinner. I’m going to prove it.”

It’s not a suggestion. It’s not even a question. I can’t hold back the alpha edge in my voice. Not when she’s standing here, melting for me.

She lets out a little whimper, and it damn near breaks me.

“Okay,” she says, sounding almost breathless. “I’d like that.”

Something about her voice makes me want to push her up against these shelves and do unspeakable things to her.

But I’m not going to do that. Not here.

Hannah deserves more than a fast, frenzied fuck in a closet. When I take her for the first time, I want her in my bed, her legs wrapped around me, moaning my name so loud the neighbors file a noise complaint.

I lower my head one last inch and brush my lips tenderly against the soft skin of her neck. Her breath hitches, and I wonder how I’m supposed to keep my sanity when every little sound she makes is designed to drive me crazy.

“Good girl,” I murmur, and she shivers again. “I’ll be waiting for you at the end of our shift.”

Then, using every ounce of willpower I possess, I peel myself away from her warmth and open the door.

Because if I don’t leave right now, I never will.


Chapter Four
Hannah


Grant has been intense all day. Watching me. Tracking me. Like he can’t help himself.

And I’ve loved every second of it.

Even though we weren’t assigned to the same patients, I still caught him watching me across the NICU more times than I can count, his dark eyes sharp and steady, entirely focused on me.

And now, sitting here beside him in a quiet booth, I feel like I’m glowing from the inside out.

He picked the spot on purpose. One of those curved corner booths in a quiet restaurant tucked between downtown and the hospital. It’s dimly lit, warm, with the low murmur of conversation all around us. But it still feels like we’re the only two people in the world.

He didn’t sit across from me. Of course not.

He slid in beside me, close enough that his thigh brushes mine, his arm slung across the back of the booth, his hand resting lightly at my waist whenever we’re not eating. Like he needs that constant contact. Like I’m his grounding point, and letting go would undo him.

It should be overwhelming. Instead, it’s intoxicating.

While he examines the dessert menu, I take a moment to study him. The strong lines of his profile, the sharp, straight nose and square jaw. The short-cut dark hair peppered with the faintest dusting of silver at his temples.

“So what made you choose neonatology?” I ask, suddenly curious to know everything about him. “You could have done anything in medicine.”

Grant lifts his gaze to mine, and there’s a tenderness in his eyes that steals my breath away.

“I’ve known since I was ten,” he says, his voice quiet but steady. “My youngest brother, Jamie, was born three months early. He weighed just over two pounds. I remember how tiny he was... and how scared my mom looked every time she sat near his incubator.”

My heart aches a little just imagining a ten-year-old version of Grant watching over his mom and baby brother. “That’s so early,” I whisper.

He nods. “Yeah. It was a rough few months. But the NICU team was incredible. I didn’t understand much back then, but I could see how much they cared. How much they fought for him. And I just... I never forgot it.”

A small smile tugs at the corners of his mouth, fond and full of memories. “The doctor who looked after Jamie would always crouch down to talk to me, explain what the machines did, why the lights blinked, what it meant when Jamie finally fed on his own. From that point on, I never wanted to do anything else. I wanted to be just like the man who helped my family.”

I can feel the tears stinging at the corners of my eyes. “That’s beautiful,” I say.

“Jamie’s thirty-two now,” Grant adds. “He’s a pilot, and he recently got engaged. But I think a part of me still looks at him and remembers how close we came to losing him. How different life could have been.”

I reach for his hand instinctively, slipping my fingers into his under the table. His grip tightens gently around mine.

“That’s why you’re so good at what you do,” I murmur. “You’ve been there. You’ve seen it from both sides.”

Grant gives a small shrug, but I can see the way his throat works when he swallows. “I try. I remember what it felt like to love someone that small and helpless and not know if they were going to make it.”

I press my lips together, overwhelmed in the best way. This is who Grant really is beneath all that quiet intensity. A protector. A healer. A man with a big, aching heart that never stopped caring.

And I’m so damn gone for him.

“Anyway, I think that’s enough serious talk for one date,” he says, his lips curling into a slow smile. “So how about we decide on what we’re having for dessert?”

I laugh softly and place my free hand on my stomach, shaking my head. “I’m still stuffed from the main course. You can have something though if you like.”

Grant’s eyes move over me in a slow sweep, making my skin prickle.

“There’s only one sweet thing I want to taste right now,” he says, his voice low. “And she’s sitting within reach.”

Heat floods my cheeks. And lower. Everywhere. Well, this is a sudden change in mood. Except it isn’t. Not really. He’s been looking at me like he wants to devour me all day.

I fumble with my napkin and pretend I’m unaffected, but my body is already on fire. Tingling. Aware. Ready.

“I thought you might prefer a brownie,” I say quietly.

He leans in, brushing his nose against the shell of my ear. “I want you, Hannah. Only you.”

I shiver, my thighs pressing together as my entire body reacts to his words.

He pays the check and takes my hand as we head out. His grip is warm and firm, like he’s afraid I’ll vanish if he lets go.

Outside, the night air is cooler than I expected. The parking lot is mostly empty. Quiet.

Grant walks me to the passenger side of his car, then stops. His eyes search mine, and something in his expression shifts. Deepens.

He steps in close. So close that my back hits the car with a soft thud. His hand comes up to rest beside my head, his body shielding mine from the rest of the world.

He’s breathing heavier now. But so am I.

“I don’t think I can wait any longer,” he says, his voice a rasp. “I’ve been thinking about kissing you all damn day.”

His lips crash into mine before I can even take another breath. His kisses aren’t gentle. They’re hungry. Possessive. Claiming.

His other hand curls around my waist, pulling me flush against him, and I feel everything: his heat, his strength, the low growl of need rumbling from his chest.

I melt into him, my fingers tangling in the front of his shirt, clinging to him like I might fall apart if he lets go.

He tastes incredible, like cinnamon and spice. Like home.

The kiss goes on and on. He doesn’t break it. He keeps kissing me until we’re both gasping for air. Until I’m dizzy, my lips swollen and bruised and tingling.

When he finally pulls away, his eyes are hooded, his cheeks flushed. He rests his forehead against mine, breathing heavily.

“You,” he pants, “are dangerous.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because now I’ve had a taste, I know for a fact I’ll never be able to let you go.”

He reaches into his pants pocket and presses the button to unlock the car. Rather than opening the passenger door for me, he opens the back.

I blink up at him.

“There are other parts of you I need to taste, angel. Parts I can’t taste out here.” His voice is rough. Feral. It makes the ache between my thighs so much worse.

He doesn’t say anything else. He just steps aside and lets me climb into the back. He slides in after me, closing the door. Then, before I can take a breath, he pulls me into his lap, straddling him.

His mouth is back on mine in an instant. My hands fly up to cradle his face. He growls, his palms sliding under the dress that I’d changed into before leaving the hospital, squeezing and kneading my ass as he rocks his hips against mine, letting me feel the hard ridge of his cock through the layers of fabric.

I let out a helpless little moan. He swallows it, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, tasting, teasing, claiming me.

“Fuck,” he grunts. “I need you so fucking badly.”

He’s huge, even with his pants on. The thought of feeling his cock buried inside me has me panting. I grind against him, chasing the friction, the heat, the pressure.

Grant’s hands are everywhere. My thighs. My breasts. My hips. Like he can’t get enough.

I’m trembling. Whimpering. So wet I can feel my panties clinging to my slit.

“You’re a goddamn goddess,” he breathes, his teeth nipping at my bottom lip. “My beautiful girl.”

Then his mouth is trailing down, over my jaw and neck, hot and demanding, until his lips find the tops of my breasts, straining against the low neckline.

He sucks at the tender flesh there, making me gasp. Then, with a low growl, he slides the straps of my dress down and reaches behind me to unclasp my bra, exposing my breasts.

Adam’s words from earlier suddenly come rushing back to me, and I feel my face grow hot. I bring my arms up, trying to cover my chest, but Grant grabs my wrists, pinning them to my sides.

“Don’t,” he says, his voice harsh, his gaze burning into mine. “Never hide from me. Don’t let anyone ever make you think there’s anything wrong with your body, Hannah. I want every fucking inch of you. Everything. Do you understand me?”

I nod, and his grip on my wrists loosens.

“Good girl.” He kisses me again, and this time there’s something even hungrier about the way he claims my mouth, the way his tongue sweeps in, owning me.

When he pulls away, his eyes drop to my breasts. He takes them in his hands, palming them, his thumbs sweeping across the swollen tips, teasing me.

“Perfect,” he growls, before his mouth is on me.

I let out a soft gasp as his lips seal around one nipple, sucking on it hungrily. “Are you sure...” I manage to say, before feeling the first rush of warm milk spilling into his mouth. “Oh God.”

I can’t decide if I’m mortified or turned on, but the way Grant moans around my flesh sends a wave of pleasure rippling through me. He sucks harder, his eyes fixed on mine, his gaze searing.

It feels so good. So unbelievably good. I arch against him, grinding against his cock. He’s huge. Hard. Desperate for me.

I rock against him, letting myself feel him, letting the ache build.

He pulls off my nipple with a soft, wet sound. His lips are wet. Milky. I’ve never seen anything so erotic in my entire life.

“You’re delicious, angel,” he groans, and I can’t stop the whimper that leaves me.

His hands slide up my thighs, gathering the hem of my dress, pushing it higher and higher until the fingers of one hand are teasing against the wet fabric of my panties.

“So fucking wet,” he says. “Is that all for me, angel?”

“Yes,” I pant.

“Good girl. Such a good, sweet girl.”

The praise goes straight between my legs, and I can’t help the way my hips tilt forward, searching.

He brushes his thumb over the soaked fabric, sending sparks of pleasure through me. He traces slow circles over my clit, teasing me through the cotton, until my entire body is vibrating with need.

“Please,” I gasp, squirming against his hand, desperate for more. “Please, Grant.”

He hooks his fingers under the elastic, tugging it aside. The cool air is a shock against the hot, wet flesh of my pussy, but then his finger is there, dragging through my folds, spreading the slickness over my aching clit.

I cry out, burying my face in the crook of his neck.

“Don’t stop,” he demands, his voice raw. “Let me hear how much you like it. How good it feels.”

He slides his finger lower, circling my entrance.

“Tell me what you want,” he commands, and my whole body burns with desire.

“Your fingers,” I whimper. “I need them inside me.”

“That’s my good girl.”

And then his thick, rough finger is pressing inside me, slowly, carefully.

I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders, my back arching as his finger curls, rubbing against the spot that makes me see stars.

“So tight,” he rasps. “So fucking wet for me.”

“Grant,” I pant, grinding against his hand.

“I’ve got you,” he murmurs. “I’ll always take care of you, angel. Whatever you need.”

And I know it’s true.

He slips a second finger into me, working me open, his thumb rubbing slow circles over my aching clit.

I’ve never felt so good, so wanted. So completely lost in someone.

His eyes are on mine as he lowers his head once more, capturing my other nipple in his mouth, and this time when the warm, sweet fluid spills into his mouth, I don’t try to hide it.

I give in to the sensation, letting myself be consumed by it.

I’m riding his hand now, rocking against him, chasing the release building inside me.

He works me faster, harder, his mouth pulling on my breast, his fingers pumping in and out, filling me, stretching me.

“I’m gonna...” I gasp. “Oh God, I’m so close.”

He groans, his grip tightening on me, his fingers curling deeper.

And then I’m coming, my pussy clenching around him, my whole body shuddering as the orgasm rips through me.

He doesn’t let up. He keeps moving, keeps working me through it, his thumb rubbing my clit, his mouth pulling on my nipple, until I’m trembling, boneless, and utterly spent.

When he finally releases me, his lips are shiny with milk, his eyes dark with desire.

“Goddamn, angel. You’re so perfect.”

He slips his fingers out of me, and I watch with surprise as he sucks them clean. “Mmmm, you taste good everywhere. And I’m going to take you back to my house and feast between your thighs until you lose your voice from screaming so much.”

Heat floods my face. My core. My whole body. But I already know I can’t go home with him tonight. He hasn’t worked it out so far, but surely he will once we start going further. And why would a man like him want to be involved with a twenty-five-year-old virgin? It was a miracle he accepted the fact I’m lactating, and I’m almost certain finding that out would be the end of whatever this is between us.

“Actually,” I say, my voice coming out unsteady. “I have an early shift tomorrow, so I should probably go home and get some sleep.”

Something flashes across his face. Confusion, maybe. Or disappointment. But it’s gone before I can be sure.

“Of course,” he says, his voice soft. “I’ll drive you home, angel. We’ll save the rest for another night.”

He presses a tender kiss to my forehead, and I lean into him, resting my cheek on his chest, breathing him in.

His arms wrap around me, holding me tight.

And I try not to think about how empty my bed will feel when I’m alone in it later tonight.


Chapter Five
Grant


The water scalds my skin, but I barely feel it.

Steam curls around me in thick waves, fogging the mirror and blurring the tiles. It’s just me and the burn of last night, still seared into every nerve ending. I barely slept. I should be exhausted, but I’m wound too tight to rest. My body’s still humming with her.

Hannah.

I close my eyes, press both palms to the shower wall, and let the stream beat down on the back of my neck, hoping the heat might do something to take the edge off. It doesn’t.

I can still feel her.

The softness of her body pressed to mine in that dark booth, the warmth of her tucked under my arm like she belonged there. Like she’d always been mine. That sweet, nervous smile she gave me over her plate, like she couldn’t quite believe I was real. Like she didn’t know I was the one who felt lucky.

She has no idea what she does to me.

And then in the car...

Fuck.

My cock throbs at the memory, and I can’t resist reaching down to wrap my hand around the base as I think of her. The way she whimpered when I touched her. The way she trembled under my hands, melted for me, unraveled for me without hesitation. The way she looked, with her lips parted, cheeks flushed, eyes wide and dazed as I drank from her like a man starved. And the taste...

So sweet and warm. Addictive.

Like nothing I’ve ever had. Like everything I never knew I needed.

My hand starts moving up and down my shaft. A poor substitute, but better than nothing.

I’ve never been obsessed with a woman before. Never even come close. But Hannah? She’s fucking irresistible.

I think back to how her pussy fluttered around my fingers, how she clenched and pulsed when she came, the way she ground against me like she was hungry for more.

What would she be like, writhing underneath me, taking my cock, moaning and bucking as I filled her? What would it be like to make her mine, completely, utterly? To fuck her until she can’t remember her name, only mine, until her entire body is branded with my touch, and she’s sobbing with pleasure, her perfect little cunt milking my cock, begging for more, over and over, until she’s completely sated?

It’s all I’ve been able to think about since I had her on my lap in the back of my car last night, listening to her sweet moans of pleasure. I had wanted to claim her last night, but she hadn’t been ready. That much had been obvious, despite her insistence it was because of her early shift. But I hadn’t pushed. When she gives herself to me fully, I want her to be a hundred percent sure. No room for doubt.

Because she’s not just a random fuck.

This is not just lust.

It’s more. It’s something deep and primal, something I can’t explain. All I know is that I need her like I’ve never needed anything else in my life.

When she’s ready, I will fill her. Mark her. Watch her swell with my child and know that no one else will ever touch her again. I will give her a family of her own that she can pour her heart into every day. She deserves all of it. She deserves to feel safe and desired.

And goddamn, I’m going to make sure those are the only things she ever feels from now on.

As another image of Hannah naked and pregnant fills my mind, her stomach round and smooth, her breasts heavy with milk, I groan, my fist moving faster.

It doesn’t take long. I’m already so worked up, I come in a matter of minutes, spilling over my fingers, my cock twitching and pulsing as wave after wave of pleasure crashes over me.

Fuck.

That didn’t help. Not one bit.

I wash up quickly and turn the water off, stepping out of the stall. I towel off absentmindedly, scrubbing a hand through my wet hair, eyes unfocused, mind already back at work. Not for the patients, not for the rounds or the paperwork.

For her.

I’m going to see her again today, and I can’t wait. I want her to feel it every time I look at her. I want her to know she’s mine. That I see her. Every part of her. And I’m going to take damn good care of her.

She will have everything she’s ever wanted.

And one day soon, my baby will grow in that beautiful body of hers.

She has no idea how badly I want that. How deep this obsession runs already. I’ve never felt this kind of hunger before. Not for anyone.

But with Hannah... it’s primal. It’s instinct.

I toss the towel aside and start getting dressed, my pulse already picking up at the thought of seeing her again.

I’m in deep.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Chapter Six
Hannah


It’s barely 9 a.m. and I’ve already been on my feet for three hours straight.

Rounds, charting, an early feeding for the new twenty-six-weeker in 2D, and helping with a triple phototherapy setup for the baby in 4A. It’s been busy, but manageable. I even managed to fit in some time to pump, so I’m not too uncomfortable.

But then I catch sight of Grant.

He’s standing behind the central desk, flipping through a chart with that intense, thoughtful look he gets when he’s focusing on something medical. A look that is unfairly attractive, by the way. His hair’s a little damp at the ends, like he didn’t bother to blow-dry it after his morning shower, and the sleeves of his lab coat are already pushed up to his elbows.

I swear my heart skips a beat. Or two.

He glances up.

And the second our eyes meet, that thoughtful expression turns into something else entirely. Something that makes the air around me heat up. It’s soft and electric all at once, like I’m being pulled toward him by a thread only the two of us can see.

Then he lifts the chart in his hand slightly, giving it a casual wave. “I was hoping you’d be here already,” he says, voice low and warm. “Come help me with a patient?”

“Of course,” I say, hoping I don’t sound too breathless.

I follow him down the corridor, doing my best to ignore the fluttering in my stomach. It’s just Grant being professional. Asking a nurse to help him. Totally normal. Completely non-flirty.

Except... it doesn’t feel normal.

Not when his hand grazes the small of my back as we walk, as if to guide me forward. Not when I catch him glancing at me out of the corner of his eye with that secret little half-smile that makes my knees weak.

We slip into 3A together, and I can’t help but smile when I see who we’re checking on. Baby Nolan. He’s thirty-four weeks, just working on feeding and growing now. He’s a sweet little guy with a tuft of blond hair. His mother is sitting beside the incubator looking tired and anxious. I offer her a smile before turning my attention to Nolan.

“He pulled his NG tube halfway out,” Grant says with a small chuckle, peering into the isolette like he’s looking at something priceless. “He’s a feisty little one. Got that fighting spirit.”

He smiles at the mom, and her worried expression seems to soften a little.

Grant lifts the cover on the isolette and reaches in carefully, sliding his large hands around the baby’s tiny swaddled form. “You and me again, little man,” he murmurs, and his voice drops into the softest, warmest baby tone I’ve ever heard. “Let’s not eat the tube this time, okay?”

My heart actually aches.

It’s the first time I’ve seen him this close with one of the babies, and it’s doing things to me. Dangerous things. Like making my ovaries stage a riot and chant put a baby in me like they’ve lost all common sense.

He’s so gentle. Confident, but careful. He moves like someone who’s done this a thousand times, but never forgets that the life in his hands is tiny, precious, and still fighting to grow stronger.

After a minute of soothing, he lays Nolan down on the warming bed again and reaches for the new feeding tube. I help him steady Nolan’s head while he replaces the tube, explaining the entire process to the mom in a gentle voice as he works, offering her reassurance that this is all completely normal and Nolan will be home in no time.

Suddenly, it’s not just my ovaries that are melting. It’s all of me.

How is this man even real? How is he single?

And most importantly, how is he mine?

Everything he does is so full of confidence and grace. He’s kind and patient. Strong. Gentle. Powerful. And sexy. So damn sexy.

I want him so badly it almost hurts.

Grant checks the placement of the tube, then reaches into the drawer for a Tegaderm patch to secure it in place.

“Hannah,” he says, keeping his voice soft. “We seem to be out of Tegaderm in here. Please can you run to the storage room to grab some more?”

I nod, already moving. “I’ve got it.”

“Thanks, angel,” he whispers just as I step past him, his voice barely audible.

I feel the warmth of that nickname all the way down to my toes.

And suddenly, I can’t get to the storage room fast enough, because I need a second to cool down before I do something wildly inappropriate in front of our little patient and his mom.

Like throw myself at the man.

I slip inside the small, narrow space and press a hand to my chest, trying to calm the frantic rhythm of my heart. For a second, all I can do is lean against the cool metal shelving and take a slow breath in. Grant Maddox is going to ruin me. I’m already at least halfway there.

I shake off the daze and cross to the correct shelf, grabbing a few packs of Tegaderm. I take more than I need so I can refill the drawer in 3A.

I hear a throat clearing behind me.

I stiffen and turn, already smiling politely in case it’s one of the techs or another nurse needing something from the shelves. But my smile drops the moment I see Adam.

He’s leaning casually against the doorframe with a smirk that makes my skin crawl.

“Hey. Need something?” I ask, trying to remain calm.

“Yeah,” he says, stepping in a little. “I was thinking... dinner. You. Me. Tonight.”

My stomach drops. Although I can’t help thinking it’s funny that this is the second day in a row where I’ve been asked out in this closet. This time, the offer of dinner is a lot less appealing.

“I’ll pass,” I say quickly, trying to keep it light but firm. “Thanks, but I’ve already got plans.”

His smirk fades, lips flattening into something colder. “That so?”

He steps fully into the room, and my muscles tense. He’s standing directly in front of the door now.

“It might be your only chance, you know,” he says, his voice quiet and cutting. “Guys don’t exactly line up to date a woman who’s always leaking milk. That’s usually a turnoff.”

I stiffen, but don’t flinch. I lift my chin and meet his eyes. “You’re wrong about that. There’s already a man in my life.”

He snorts, giving a slow, exaggerated eye roll. “You mean the new guy? Grant Maddox?”

His tone is mocking. Ugly.

“I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. It’s cute, really. But come on, Hannah. You really think a guy like that is going to stick around once he realizes you’re just a dairy cow, and that, worst of all, you chose to be this way?”

His words dig at old wounds. Wounds created by every cruel thing he’s said to me over the past two years.

For one small, dangerous second, I let the shame creep in.

But then I remember last night. Grant’s mouth on my skin. His voice, reverent and low, whispering how perfect I am. The way he drank from me like it was a gift. Something sacred.

I straighten. The shame drains away like a switch flipped.

“He already knows,” I say clearly, proud now. “And he still wants me. He’s twice the man you’ll ever be, Adam.”

The muscles in his jaw twitch. His eyes narrow, and for a moment, I see something terrifying in his eyes.

“You’re lying,” he says. “That’s not true. A guy like him? No way.”

“Keep talking like that, and I’ll start thinking you’ve got a crush on him too,” I say, the words slipping out before I can stop them.

He steps closer. I automatically step back until my shoulder hits the shelving behind me.

“Now that’s not nice, Hannah. But it’s alright. You can make it up to me. Dinner tonight. And maybe later, if you’re a good girl and spread those pretty legs for me... I might consider forgiving you.”

I don’t even think. My hand flies up, and I slap him. Hard.

His head whips to the side from the impact, and he stumbles back a step, blinking in shock.

His face contorts with rage, but he barely has a second to react before a new figure bursts through the doorway.

Grant.

His eyes go straight to me, then to Adam. And everything about him snaps. His expression turns feral, and he grabs Adam by the front of his shirt and slams him backwards out of the room. Adam trips over his own feet, landing hard on his back just outside the storage room doorway.

People turn. Gasps ripple through the nurses’ station as Grant towers over Adam.

“Don’t you dare ever touch her again,” Grant growls, his voice sharp and venom-laced. “You are not worthy of her. And you never will be.”

Nurses scramble to separate them. Another doctor stands between them, tension high and buzzing.

I step out of the room slowly, my legs trembling. Heat rushes to my face as all eyes flick to me. I hate the attention. Hate that this entire scene unfolded because of me.

But the second I reach Grant, he softens.

He wraps an arm around me like a shield, tugging me gently to his side. His lips press against the top of my head in a kiss so tender I could cry.

The voices around us fade. All I can feel is the safety and warmth he gives me.

His quiet, unshakable presence.

“It’s alright, angel. Everything’s okay,” he murmurs, and my chest tightens. “I’ve got you.”


Chapter Seven
Grant


The break room is empty, quiet except for the low hum of the refrigerator and the distant beeping of monitors from the NICU. I lean forward, elbows resting on my knees, trying to release the tension that’s been knotted in my shoulders since this morning.

The day’s been... a lot.

HR handled everything quickly. Professional and thorough. They pulled me in, along with Hannah and a few of the other staff who saw what happened after I shoved Adam out of that supply room. I got a gentle verbal reprimand for putting hands on a coworker. But they said they understood the circumstances. Understood I was protecting one of the nurses.

Adam didn’t get off so easily though. He was fired on the spot and escorted off the floor by hospital security. And good riddance to him.

But the weight of it still lingers. The moment I stepped into the storage room and saw Adam standing too close to her, trapping her, will be burned into my memory forever. I keep thinking: What if I’d been a minute later? What if he’d touched her? Hurt her?

I clench my fist. My jaw tightens.

I’ve never wanted to hurt someone the way I wanted to hurt him.

But then I think of Hannah. Of how she looked when she walked out of that storage room: her cheeks flushed, her chin high. Quiet, but not broken. She didn’t crumble after what happened. She didn’t hide. She went right back to her patients, held those tiny lives in her hands with such gentleness it damn near made my chest ache. She’s stronger than most people realize.

Stronger than she probably realizes.

And I swear, I’ve never admired anyone more.

I glance at the clock. She’s with her last patient now, then her shift’s over. I’ve been counting the minutes. I just want to get her out of here. Let her decompress somewhere. Maybe take her for a drink if that’s what she needs. Wrap her up in my arms and just... be near her.

The door opens, and I lift my head to see Hannah standing there. And when she smiles at me, it lights up every dark corner of me. My chest lifts with something warm and grateful.

“Hey,” I murmur, rising to my feet.

She walks straight into my arms without hesitation, and I fold her against me. Her head tucks under my chin like she was built to fit there. I run a hand over her back, slow and reassuring.

“Are you done for the day?” I ask.

She nods, her voice a little breathy. “Yeah, finally. So... is that offer to come back to your place still open?”

The growl that rumbles low in my throat is involuntary... and not at all subtle. She pulls back just enough so that she can look up at me with wide eyes.

“Hannah, that offer is always open to you.”

She bites her lip. Hesitates. Then her eyes meet mine once more, and there’s a flash of vulnerability in them that guts me.

“I should tell you something first,” she says. “Before we go.”

I nod. “You can always tell me anything, angel.”

“I’m... I’m still a virgin.” Her voice is barely louder than a whisper. “I’ve just always been focused on school and work. I never really made time for dating. Then, when I started lactating and donating, it felt even harder. Until I met you, of course. But I get it if that’s... too much for you.”

There’s a pause. But only because it takes me a second to get a grip on the absolute inferno her words set off in me.

Too much?

She has no idea.

I gently cup her jaw. “It’s not too much. It’s everything. And I feel lucky as hell that you’d trust me with this. That I get to be the first man to be inside you. To show you how it’s supposed to feel.”

Her cheeks flush, but she holds my gaze.

I lower my voice. “I’m going to take real good care of you, Hannah. And if we don’t leave now, I might lose whatever patience I’ve got left.”

I lace my fingers through hers, tugging her gently towards the door.

She follows without hesitation.

The drive to my place is short, but my mind’s a mess. All I can think about is how she’s going to look under me. The way she’ll gasp when I stretch her open for the first time. How I’ll get to worship every inch of her. Make her mine in the only way that matters.

When I pull into my driveway, I’m out the car in a heartbeat. I open her door, take her hand again, and lead her inside without a word. Straight through the hallway. No distractions.

She deserves soft sheets and slow hands. But I can’t lie. There’s a growling, possessive beast inside me that wants to bend her over the nearest surface and show her who she belongs to.

But I rein it in.

Barely.

Once we’re in my room, I stop. I turn to her, placing my hands on her waist.

“You’re still sure about this?” I ask quietly.

She nods. “Yes.” Then she steps in closer, her gaze searching mine, full of trust. “Please. Grant.”

I groan and lower my head, crushing my lips to hers.

Her mouth opens under mine, a breathy little moan spilling free. I swallow the sound greedily, deepening the kiss, letting the heat rise between us. She clutches the front of my shirt, pressing her body against me, her breasts firm and round and perfect.

I slide a hand up to cup her cheek, tilting her head, devouring her like a starving man. I can’t get enough of her. The taste of her. The feel of her. Her tongue meets mine, a little clumsy, but eager. Desperate.

“You have no idea what you do to me, Hannah,” I say, breaking the kiss for a moment. “No fucking idea.”

“Show me,” she whispers, her hands sliding up my chest. “Please.”

I don’t need any more encouragement.

I kiss her again, walking her backwards towards the bed, and only a second later, her knees hit the edge, and she drops down onto the mattress, eyes wide and dark with desire.

My pulse pounds, the sight of her laid out for me like a feast. She’s so fucking gorgeous.

I reach for her shirt and start tugging it up, and she pulls herself up enough that I can slip it off over her head. When her bra falls away, my mouth goes dry. Her full, heavy breasts are flushed and pink-tipped, and a small droplet of milk beads at her nipple.

“So beautiful,” I murmur, lowering my mouth to her breast. I take the tight peak into my mouth, and the sweet taste of her hits my tongue. She arches under me, a little cry escaping her.

I release her with a low groan, reaching for her pants and tugging them down her legs, along with her panties. And then she’s bare for me. Her skin smooth and warm, her thighs trembling.

“Look at you,” I breathe. “Fucking perfect.”

I can’t resist gripping her knees and pushing them apart, exposing the pretty pink hole nestled between them. My mouth waters at the sight, and I slide my thumb down the length of her slit. She moans, hips rising instinctively.

I can’t wait any longer.

I need to taste her.

I drop down between her legs, pulling her hips towards the edge of the bed, and lick into her.

“Grant!” she gasps, her fingers tangling in my hair.

She’s fucking exquisite. I lick her like I’m ravenous, devouring her like she’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. Her body shakes under my mouth, and she moans and cries and begs as I tease her with my tongue and suck on her clit. I can’t get enough.

She’s perfect.

Sweet and responsive and so damn beautiful.

I work two fingers into her, groaning at the tight clasp of her walls, imagining how good it’s going to feel when her pussy is gripping my cock instead.

I can’t fucking wait.

But first, I need her to come on my mouth.

“Come on, angel. Come for me,” I say, pumping my fingers inside her and sucking her clit into my mouth.

“Oh God! Grant... Please!” she cries, her legs shaking.

Her pussy starts to flutter, her moans growing louder and more frantic, and then she breaks. A ragged cry tears from her throat as she comes hard, her orgasm wracking her whole body.

Fuck, it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

And I’m nowhere near done with her yet.

I stand beside the bed, pulling off my own clothes with frantic urgency. Hannah sits up on the bed, her eyes roaming over my body. She doesn’t look away. Doesn’t hesitate.

Her gaze is hungry and shameless, and it makes me even harder.

My dick strains up towards my belly, thick and aching, and her eyes widen when she sees it. She licks her lips and glances up at me, and the look on her face almost undoes me.

“Can I...?”

“Whatever you want, angel,” I rasp, stroking myself.

She sits on the edge of the bed, wrapping her fingers around the base of my shaft and bringing her mouth close. Her warm breath tickles the sensitive skin, and then she slides the head of my cock between her lips, looking up at me with big eyes as her tongue swirls around the tip.

“Christ, Hannah,” I grunt, trying not to buck my hips and fuck her mouth. “You’re killing me.”

She takes me a little deeper, and I groan, fighting the urge to spill down her throat. But it’s not gonna happen.

Not the first time.

Not when I’m about to be inside her.

“Lie down,” I say, gently cupping her cheek and easing her mouth away.

She does, lowering herself onto her back once more and spreading her thighs to reveal that pretty, glistening cunt.

I can’t tear my gaze away from it even as I speak. “Do I need to use a condom, angel?”

It’s not what I want. I need to flood her womb with my seed and make sure it takes root inside her. But it has to be her choice.

“No,” she whispers, and my eyes fly up to her face. “You said a real man would want to put a baby inside me. That I deserved a baby of my own to love. But I think you deserve that too, Grant. I saw you pouring all of your love into the babies in your care today, and I think you’d be an amazing father. So... no. You don’t need a condom.”

I’m stunned. Speechless.

My chest aches, and all I can do is reach down and press a reverent kiss to her forehead.

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it with every fiber of my being.

She nods. Then, her legs spread wider.

I move between them, gripping her thighs, and line up the head of my cock with her entrance. She’s dripping wet, and it’s slick and warm and feels like heaven as I push forward and ease myself into her.

Hannah whimpers. Her fingers dig into the sheets.

“You okay, angel?” I ask, my voice gruff and strained.

She nods quickly. “Yes. Just... so big.”

I chuckle softly. “Just getting started, Hannah.”

I push forward and sink deeper, stretching her tight walls until she’s almost taken me to the hilt.

She moans, her pussy clamping down on my shaft, and it takes everything in me not to come right then.

“Hannah,” I rasp, my eyes locking on hers. “You’re so perfect. You feel so fucking good.”

Her hips rock against me, and her body relaxes just a fraction.

It’s enough.

I grip her hips and start moving, pumping my cock into her slowly at first, building the rhythm until we’re both breathing hard and sweat is trickling down my spine.

I lean down, kissing her as I thrust. “You’re so fucking tight. Your pussy is made for me. I could stay buried inside you forever.”

Her legs wrap around my waist, her hands roaming over my back, touching me everywhere she can reach, and it drives me wild.

“Please,” she whimpers. “It’s so good.”

I pick up the pace, fucking her harder and faster. I bring one hand up to her breast, gripping the soft flesh and giving it a firm squeeze. The feel of her warm milk spraying against my chest pushes me even closer to the edge, and I groan, lowering my head and bringing her nipple to my lips, sucking her hard, swallowing every drop of her sweet cream as it floods my mouth.

Her cries grow louder, her hips rising to meet mine as her pleasure builds. She’s a goddess, and I can’t get enough. Can’t get close enough. Can’t love her hard enough or deep enough.

“Grant!” she cries, her back arching as her cunt clenches tight around me.

Her orgasm crashes over her, and her nails rake down my back as her muscles tense and contract.

“That’s it,” I growl, releasing her nipple. “Come for me, angel. Come all over my cock.”

I don’t hold back, fucking her straight through her orgasm. Her body shudders under me, and her eyes go unfocused, pleasure still radiating through her.

I grip her thighs, lifting her hips up and pounding into her harder. Deeper. My cock swells, and every muscle in my body tightens, my orgasm building, burning through me like a wildfire.

The need to fill her with my seed is a primal thing. An animal instinct that won’t be ignored.

“Gonna come,” I grunt. “Gonna fill you up, angel. Fuck, it’s so good.”

Her moans are constant now, the sound music to my ears. Her walls are still pulsing and fluttering around my cock, and it’s almost more than I can take.

Then her hips roll, and she looks up at me, her eyes shining. “Please,” she says, her voice breathless. “Give me a baby, Grant.”

My vision goes hazy. Heat sears through me, and then I’m coming, hard and heavy, my cock throbbing as I unload inside her, pumping her full of my cum.

“Hannah,” I breathe. “Fuck, angel.”

I keep thrusting, making sure I’ve emptied every drop of my seed into her.

I collapse on top of her, and she holds me, her arms tight around my shoulders. We’re both breathing hard, our chests rising and falling in sync, and it feels fucking incredible.

We stay there, tangled together, until the high fades and my cock slips out of her.

I lift my head and look down at her, brushing a lock of hair out of her eyes.

“How was that?” I ask, a smile tugging at my lips.

“Amazing,” she says, and her answering grin is blinding.

“Good. You’re going to get a lot more of that, angel.”

She laughs, and it’s the sweetest sound.

I shift, rolling onto my side and pulling her against me. She rests her head on my shoulder, and I kiss her hair, breathing in her scent.

She says something, but the words come out muffled as she hides her face in the crook of my neck, and I miss them.

“Hmm?”

She hesitates. Pulls back just enough so that she can look up at me. Her eyes search mine.

“What did you say, angel?” I ask.

“I...” Her lips twitch. “I said, I think I love you.”

The words hit me like a bolt of lightning. Shock and elation flood my system, and I can’t hold back my smile.

“Say it again.”

“I love you,” she says.

And the next thing out of her mouth is a surprised squeak as I pull her on top of me. She giggles, straddling my hips, and the weight of her is heaven.

“I love you too,” I tell her, gripping her waist.

I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s beautiful. Strong and fierce. Kind and compassionate. And so fucking perfect.

And I’m not going to let her go.

“You’re mine, Hannah,” I say. “You hear me? Mine. Now and forever.”

Her cheeks flush. Her lips part. “Yes, I am.”

I lean up and capture her mouth with mine. My chest feels tight. My heart is pounding.

And I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with her.


Epilogue
Hannah


Nine months later:

I lower the isolette panel with practiced ease, the familiar hush of the NICU wrapping around me like a warm blanket. Baby Theo blinks up at me, all wrinkled skin and determination, like he’s already conquered a lifetime in his tiny first weeks.

“Alright, little guy,” I murmur softly as I check the velcro tabs of his diaper. “One last diaper change from me before I hand you off to someone else for a few weeks.”

Technically, I could have started maternity leave already. Most people in this condition probably would have. My belly is a full moon under my scrubs, taut and heavy, and I’ve caught more than one of the new interns looking mildly terrified that I might drop into labor in the middle of rounds. But something about saying goodbye to this place, even temporarily, felt hard. I wanted one last day. One last baby.

Theo kicks weakly, and I smile as I finish the change, then take a moment to gently assess the healing skin near his hips and under his arms. His mom is sitting nearby in the recliner, watching me with a soft smile on her face.

“How far along are you now? she asks, her voice kind and curious.

“Nine months,” I say, rubbing the small of my back as I rise slowly. “I’m due any day now. And this little guy is my last patient before I start maternity leave.”

Her eyes widen, and she lets out a little laugh. “You’re brave, walking around here like that.”

I chuckle. “The delivery rooms are just down the corridor, so I would have been in the best place if anything had happened at work.”

“Well, congratulations,” she says warmly. “You’re going to be such a good mom. I can tell.”

I press a hand over my heart. “Thank you.”

“Are you finished in here, Hannah?”

I turn, and there’s Grant leaning against the doorway in his scrubs, arms crossed, a crooked smile tugging at his lips. My heart does its usual flip at the sight of him, even after all this time. He somehow still manages to look at me like I’m the only person in the room, even when I’m waddling like a duck.

“Yep,” I say, giving Theo’s mom a parting smile. “All done.”

Grant steps aside so I can walk past him, his hand instantly finding the small of my back like it always does. I lean into it without thinking.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” he says with a grin as we turn the corner towards the staff lounge.

When he pushes the door open, I blink in surprise.

The room is packed.

Streamers in soft yellow and pale blue hang from the ceiling. There are tiny pastel balloons tied to the backs of chairs, and a table loaded with cupcakes, cookies shaped like baby bottles, and a giant punch bowl that I hope is safe for pregnant women and medical staff to drink.

And everyone’s here. Nurses, residents, even Louisa from admin, who rarely attends any kind of work gathering, is standing in the corner, holding a gift bag and smiling.

“Surprise!” they all yell.

I laugh, genuinely caught off guard, a rush of warmth flooding my chest. “Oh my God. Thank you, everyone!”

Grant leans in and whispers, “You didn’t really think I was going to let you sneak off for maternity leave without a proper sendoff, did you?”

I look up at him, eyes misty, and shake my head. “I can’t believe you did all this for me.”

“I’d do anything for you,” he murmurs, kissing my temple. “You should know that by now.”

The next half hour is a blur of things, sweet words, and too many thoughtful gifts. Blankets, onesies, stuffed toys. Someone even made a framed collage of all the ultrasound photos of our little one.

I sit in the center of it all, surrounded by the people who have become my second family during my time working here, while Grant watches from just behind me, his hand never leaving my shoulder.

I glance up at him once, mid-laugh, and find him already looking at me with that same steady, possessive tenderness I fell for all those months ago.

My heart swells.

He’s everything I could ever need. And soon, our own little family will have another member.

“I love you,” I mouth, and the slow, sweet smile he gives me in return is the most wonderful thing.

“I love you, too.”

I’m the luckiest woman in the world.

And the best is yet to come.
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Chapter One
Mercy


The road stretches out ahead of me, long and empty, swallowed by darkness on either side. It’s late, and I’m going faster than I should be, but I can’t bring myself to slow down. The needle hovers a little above the speed limit, and the hum of my tires on the asphalt is the only sound keeping me tethered. The night feels too quiet, too still, like something’s chasing me and holding its breath, just waiting to catch up.

I keep my eyes on the lines of the road, hands locked tight on the steering wheel, fingers sore from gripping it so hard. I’ve been driving for hours, and I still don’t know where I’m going. I just know it has to be away from the life I had. I haven’t dared stop. Not yet. Although I know I will have to soon, so I can come up with a plan.

My heart lurches when flashing red and blue lights explode in my rearview mirror.

Oh no. No, no, no.

I don’t even think. I just react. My foot lifts from the gas like it’s on fire, but my mind is already racing through every worst-case scenario. My pulse spikes so fast it makes my head spin. I should pull over. I have to. But some panicked part of me wants to hit the gas and just run. I force myself to guide the car to the side of the road and stop, tires crunching over gravel. My hands are slick on the steering wheel, and my chest is so tight I can barely breathe.

I can see him in the mirror, just a shadow at first. Then, a car door opens. Heavy boots step out. A man walks towards me, slow and purposeful, silhouetted by his headlights. My mind spirals. Did he send this cop? Is this it? Did they already find me?

But I can’t run now. Not without making everything worse. I can’t help anybody if I’m put behind bars.

The cop stops at my window, and I roll it down with shaking fingers. The cold night air rushes in, sharp against my skin, and then I get my first look at him.

He’s... big. Tall and broad, with powerful shoulders that fill out his uniform perfectly. His chest strains against the dark fabric, his biceps stretch the sleeves, and the belt around his waist only seems to emphasize the solid strength of his body. He’s the kind of man who could toss someone over his shoulder without breaking a sweat.

The harsh white headlights from his car behind us throw shadows across his features, but they only make him look more striking. Stubble shadows his jaw, rugged and rough in a way that makes my breath catch. His hair is dark, cropped short, and his eyes are locked on mine like he can see right into my soul.

There’s no smile. No friendly hello. Just an unreadable intensity in his gaze, like he’s sizing me up and filing away every inch of me for later.

And somehow, impossibly, the fear already coiled in my chest folds in on itself and transforms. Not into comfort. Not exactly. But into something hot and unwelcome and dangerous.

My heart had already been racing from the flashing lights and the siren, but now it’s beating so hard it’s like it is trying to break through my ribcage. Heat blooms across my skin, and there’s a low pulse in my belly that I should not be feeling right now. My thighs clench, my breath hitches, and a strange, almost sharp tingling spreads across my chest. There’s a pressure there that’s been building over the last few days, but now it spikes like it’s responding to him, and I don’t understand what the hell is happening to me.

I shift in my seat, willing the feelings away. Now is not the time.

“Evening, ma’am,” he says, voice deep and steady. “Do you know why I pulled you over?”

“I...” My voice comes out shaky. I clear my throat and try again. “Am I in trouble?”

His gaze lingers on me for a moment longer before he gestures towards the back of the car. “Your rear light is out. It’s not safe to be on the road this late without it.”

“Oh. I didn’t know,” I murmur, swallowing hard. “Sorry.”

“License and registration?” he asks.

I reach into my bag and pull out the ID I’ve been using. Rachel Carter. It’s not my name, but it’s all I have. I hand it over, my hand visibly trembling, and try not to flinch when his fingers brush mine.

He takes it and walks back to his cruiser without another word, disappearing into the glare of headlights.

As soon as he’s gone, the panic sets in deeper. He’s going to work out the license is fake, and then what?

I stare at the dashboard and try to breathe, but my thoughts won’t stop spiraling. I’ve never even spoken to a cop before, let alone been pulled over. I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do in this situation. Especially when he’s currently got my fake ID in his hands.

But I can’t afford to fall apart right now.

He comes back faster than I expected and hands me the ID like nothing’s wrong. “All right, Rachel,” he says, using the name like it fits me. “I’m not giving you a ticket tonight, but I am going to follow behind you until you get to wherever you are going, so I know you get there safe. That taillight is a hazard. Don’t drive at night again until you’ve got it fixed.”

I nod quickly, my heart still pounding. “Okay. Thank you.”

I can hardly believe that he’s just letting me go. I’m so caught up in my surprise that I only just hear him giving me instructions on how to find the nearest mechanic.

He pauses, then asks. “So, where are you going?”

I freeze. I had been planning to drive a little longer than this, but I have no choice but to stop for the night now. “Umm, I’m just passing through. Do you know anywhere I can stop for the night? Somewhere cheap, if possible.”

His eyes hold mine a little longer. There’s something in them I can’t read, like maybe he has got me figured out after all. But then he nods towards the road. “There’s a motel about two miles ahead. They are never usually full.”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He nods and begins walking back to his car. I wait for him to be ready before pulling back onto the road. I try my hardest not to look in the mirror, but I feel him there the whole way. His headlights stay steady behind mine as I drive the short stretch to the motel. I spot the flickering sign and pull into the cracked lot.

He pulls in beside me, his window rolling down as I put the car in park.

“Get that light fixed tomorrow, Rachel,” he says.

“I will,” I lie. I have no idea how much a repair like that costs, but I doubt I will have enough money for it.

He gives me one last look, long and lingering, and then drives off into the night.

I sit in the quiet for a moment before forcing myself to grab my bag and get out. The neon sign buzzes overhead, loud in the silence. The parking lot smells of stale cigarettes, and this is nothing like the place I once called home. But it’s somewhere to stop. Somewhere to hide for one night before I have to figure out what to do next.


Chapter Two
Cole


It’s just after two a.m., and I’m parked in the shadows at the edge of the motel lot. Off-duty now. Just a man in jeans and a T-shirt, sitting in his truck with the engine off, the window cracked, and my hands clenched on the wheel like I’m waiting for something to go wrong.

I’ve got eyes on room 4A. Her room.

I came here as soon as my shift was over and flashed my badge at the guy behind the desk. Told him I needed to know what room Rachel Carter was in. He didn’t argue. Just gave me the number and went back to reading his battered paperback. That was over an hour ago. The lights in her room are off now, but when I first pulled in, I caught a glimpse of her shadow moving behind the curtains.

She’s in there. My girl.

I don’t even know her real name, but it doesn’t matter. Doesn’t change the fact that the second I saw her, with those wide, wary eyes, I knew. There’s a moment sometimes when everything in your life locks into place. This was one of those moments. I didn’t just see her. I recognized her. Like I’d been built for this exact purpose: find her, protect her, make sure nothing ever touches her again.

When I ran her ID, nothing came up. Not a thing. And that’s when I knew it was fake. That should have been a red flag, and if it was anyone but her, I would have pulled her in for questioning. But I didn’t. Because my gut, the one thing that’s kept me alive through more situations that I can count, told me she’s not the threat.

The fear I’d seen on her face, in every movement she made, doesn’t come from something as simple as a busted taillight. She is not the threat. She’s the one in danger.

So, I’m staying close. Keeping watch. I know I’m crossing a line by following her, but I don’t give a damn. Some people are worth breaking rules for, and she’s one of them. I don’t need her permission to keep her safe. Not yet. Because until I know what she’s up against, I’m not leaving her alone.

She’s mine. She just doesn’t know it yet.

Movement catches my eye, and I turn my head to see someone stumbling onto the edge of the lot. Male. Drunk. Late twenties, maybe. He’s weaving, off-balance, slurring something I can’t hear. I go still, every part of me locking down. He heads straight for the rooms... and then straight to hers.

I’m out of the truck the second he steps onto the walkway, my blood already thrumming. He pulls a key out of his pocket and tries the handle on her door. It doesn’t budge, and he growls, then slams his fist against it.

“Open the damn door, you bitch!”

My body moves before I think. I’m across the lot and on him in a breath, grabbing the front of his shirt and hauling him back from the door. I plant myself between him and her room, my stance wide, grounded. Solid. Nothing is getting past me.

He stumbles, blinking at me like I came out of nowhere. “What the hell...”

“Why are you trying to get into that room?” I ask, voice low and flat.

He squares his shoulders like he’s going to make a show of himself. “My girlfriend’s in there,” he slurs. “So why don’t you get the fuck out of the way before I make you regret it.”

I don’t flinch. Don’t move. My fists curl at my sides, and I fight to keep my voice steady. “I don’t think so.”

“You’re making a big mistake,” he snaps, stepping forward like he’s trying to call my bluff.

But I don’t bluff. If he thinks I’m going to let him lay a hand on my girl, he’s in for a very rude awakening.

Before I can speak again, a door creaks open and the motel owner shuffles out from the main building, a scowl on his face. “Tommy, not again,” he sighs. “You’re at the wrong damn room. Yours is 6B. Get moving before I call your mother. Again.”

The drunk man deflates with a muttered curse and stumbles off after the owner, grumbling all the way down the walkway. I watch until he disappears into the room at the far end.

I stay where I am, breathing slow and hard, every part of me still on high alert.

The door behind me doesn’t open. There’s no sound from inside. No light. But I know she’s awake. I know she heard the commotion. And if she thought for even a second that the man pounding on her door was the one she’s been running from... then she’s probably terrified in there.

My hand hovers close to the door, clenched, then relaxes just enough to knock. A soft, steady rhythm. Nothing that should scare her. “Rachel? It’s me. Cole. The cop from earlier.”

No answer.

“I just wanted to make sure you’re all right. You’re safe. He’s gone. You’re not in danger.”

Still nothing.

I knock again, a little louder this time. “Rachel, please. Just say something.” I lean in closer, lowering my voice. “You don’t have to open the door. I just need to hear your voice. Need to know you’re okay.”

When the silence becomes almost suffocating, the unease prickling down my spine shifts into something sharper. Panic. I don’t let myself feel it often, but it roars to life now, clawing at my gut. Something is wrong. I know it. She’s in there, and she’s not answering, and that’s enough for me.

I turn on my heel and stalk back across the lot, gravel crunching underfoot. The motel office is lit up again, and the same guy’s behind the desk, slouched in his chair like he never left it. He sees me coming and straightens, eyeing me with the kind of tired wariness that says he’s dealt with one too many weirdos tonight.

“I need the key to 4A,” I say.

He blinks at me. “I’m not sure I...”

I interrupt him, my patience wearing thin. “I said I need that key. Now.”

He hesitates, looking like he’s about to push back, but I don’t have time for that bullshit. My voice drops into a darker place. “I suggest you don’t make me ask again.”

That’s all it takes. He reaches into a drawer and pulls out a spare key to the room, sliding it across the counter. I snatch it and turn without another word.

Back at her door, I unlock it quietly and push it open just enough to peek inside. I don’t know what I expect. Maybe for her to jump up, maybe to find the room empty. But what I see punches the breath out of me.

She’s there. Sitting on the floor against the far wall, knees pulled to her chest, her arms wrapped tight around them. The bed’s between us like a barrier, as if it could protect her from whoever had been banging at her door. She’s not crying. Not moving. Just staring ahead with wide, glassy eyes that look right through me. Like she’s not in the room at all.

I shut the door behind me with a soft click and move toward her slowly, like I’m approaching a wounded animal.

“Rachel,” I say gently. “It’s me. The cop who stopped you about your broken light. It was just a drunk trying to get in the wrong room, but he’s gone now. You’re safe. I promise.” I crouch a little, lowering myself to her level. “No one’s going to hurt you. I won’t let them.”

Her lips part, barely, and a whisper slips out so quietly I almost miss it. “I thought it was him. I thought he had found me. Caught me.”

My blood runs cold.

Her words land like a brick in my chest. All the gut feelings I’ve had since I first saw her were right. She is running from someone. And whoever he is, she’s still terrified he’s going to find her.

I lower myself the rest of the way to the floor, easing down slowly beside her. “Who?” I ask, voice soft. “Who did you think it was?”

She doesn’t answer right away. Just stares past me like the memories are still playing out in her mind.

“If you tell me, I can help you, Rachel. And help anyone else who might be in trouble too.”

“My name isn’t Rachel,” she whispers softly. “It’s Mercy.”

“Let me help, Mercy. Please.”

Her eyes meet mine for the first time since I came into the room, and she holds my gaze, almost as if she’s searching for any clue that I might be lying to her. I don’t look away. I let her know I mean every word I say to her.

“I lived on a commune,” she finally says, her voice distant, hollow. “My whole life. It’s not... it wasn’t bad when I was younger. Everyone worked together. It was quiet. Simple. I didn’t know anything else.”

My breath catches in my throat, but I stay quiet. Let her keep going.

“Father Robert runs it. He says he’s the one chosen to lead. That he speaks for God.” Her voice trembles, but she pushes forward. “He already has wives. Four. I used to think they were just... important women. But as I got older, I started seeing things. Bruises. The way they flinched when he came near.”

I feel my jaw clench so hard it aches.

“He told me I’d been chosen to be his next wife. That it was time for me to join his family. That I was more than ready since I’m twenty-one now.” Her arms tighten around her knees.

“At first he said the marriage would be in six months. That was the plan. And I was trying to find a way out. My mom... she knew what he was like, but women aren’t... we weren’t allowed to make our own decisions on the commune. After my father died six years ago, Father Robert became our guardian. He was the one who made decisions for us, and he would never have agreed to let us leave. So me, my mom, and my little sister were stuck there. But after he said I would have to marry him, we came up with a plan. We were stealing money to escape. Little by little. From him. He was the only one allowed to have any.”

She swallows, then shakes her head, curls brushing her cheek. “But then... last night, he came to my room. In the middle of the night. Said he couldn’t wait any longer. Said the wedding would happen right then. He was already...” Her breath catches. “He was ready to take me.”

I see red. Rage rushes through me like wildfire, but I keep my voice steady. “What did you do?”

“I fought.” Her chin lifts just a little, like even now she’s not sure she’s allowed to be proud of that. “I shoved him. Scratched him. Grabbed the bag I’d hidden. We’d only saved a little bit of money, but it was enough. I ran to the supply car - the one I would use to go into town for groceries - and I just drove.”

I want to reach for her. Pull her into my arms and promise none of this will ever touch her again. But she’s not done.

“I left them,” she says, eyes filling with something that finally looks like pain. “My mom. My sister. I didn’t have time. He was right there. If I’d waited even a second longer, he would have forced me. Hurt me. But I still left them. And now I think... I think he’s going to punish them because of me.”

Her voice breaks on the last word.

I move towards her slowly, brushing her hair back from her face, my fingers gentle. “You did what you had to do to keep yourself safe,” I murmur. “It’s what your mom would have wanted you to do. I have no doubt she’s proud of you for running from that monster. Any mother would be.”

She doesn’t argue. Doesn’t flinch. But her eyes find mine again, and the strength and determination I see in them hit me square in the chest. In all my time on the police force, I don’t think I’ve ever seen this much bravery in anybody, not even from the other cops. And she’s still so damn young.

“You promised to help anybody else who might be in trouble,” she says, her voice surprisingly strong now that she’s let her story out. “Did you mean it? Can you help me save my mom and sister?”

I can’t imagine a universe where I say no to her, not when her eyes are full of fire and hope. She needs me. And nothing will stand in my way.

“Yes,” I tell her without hesitation. “We’ll go back. We’ll get them out. And I swear, nobody will ever hurt you or your family again. Not while I’m alive.”

She nods, then sags forward like her body’s finally giving out. I catch her before she can collapse all the way, wrapping my arms around her and holding her close as the sobs finally come.

I lift her easily, cradling her against my chest, and carry her to the bed. She doesn’t protest. Just lets me lay her down beside me, her head resting on my shoulder, her hands still clutching at my shirt.

I hold her. Stroke her hair. Whisper that it’s over, even though it isn’t. Not yet.

But it will be.

Because now I know what we’re dealing with, it’s my fight too. And Father Robert is going to pay for ever trying to touch my girl.

I’ll make sure of it.


Chapter Three
Mercy


I wake up warm.

Not just physically, but in that way where, for a moment, the world doesn’t feel like it’s closing in on me. There’s a weight behind me, strong and solid, and heat radiating from the body curled around mine. One heavy arm across my waist anchors me in place. My head is tucked beneath his chin, and the steady rhythm of his heartbeat thuds slow and deep against my back. I don’t remember falling asleep, not really, but now that I’m wide awake, the night before rushes in fast and unrelenting.

Cole came back for me.

He didn’t just protect me from the drunk man at my door. He saw past the lies and the fake name and everything I tried to hide. He stayed when I needed someone most, held me through the ugliest, scariest truth I’ve ever spoken out loud. And now... he’s still here.

He’s going to help me get my mom and sister back.

That thought makes my throat tighten, but then something else presses into my awareness. Something immediate. Physical. The way his chest is pressed up against my back, the curve of his arm cradling me close.

It’s... a lot.

His body is nothing like the thin, scraggly frames I grew up around. He’s built like he’s carved out of protection and purpose. There’s a quiet strength in the way he holds me, like he’s made to shield, not restrain. His breath ghosts over the top of my head, and even fully clothed - him in a soft cotton T-shirt and jeans, me still in the same worn-out dress I fled the commune in - it feels intimate. Too intimate. But in a good way.

I shouldn’t be thinking about things like that, though.

He’s a cop. He’s probably just doing his job to keep a member of the public safe. This doesn’t mean anything. I shouldn’t read into it. I shouldn’t want more than his help to get my mom and sister away from Father Robert.

I remind myself of that again and again as I shift slightly, trying to give myself a little space to breathe. But the second I move, pain slices through me. A sharp, hot pain that’s centered right in my chest. I gasp, wincing, one hand flying to my breast like I’ve been stung.

It only lasts a second before something else hits. There’s a strange tingling sensation, almost like a release, and then wetness blooms across the front of my dress.

I freeze.

No. No, that can’t be what I think it is.

I sit up way too fast, panic spiking again as I stare down at the spreading stain over my chest, my dress clinging wet and warm over my nipples. My breathing quickens, but I can’t look away from the evidence soaking into the fabric.

Oh God. What’s happening to me?

Cole stirs behind me, already rising. His voice is low but alert. “Mercy? What’s wrong?”

I don’t answer. I’m too busy staring at the wet patch. And I can feel it again, that awful, full, tight sensation, but now it’s worse than before.

He sits up fully now, posture tense, concern etched across his face. “Is that... has that ever happened before?”

I shake my head slowly, still clutching the front of my dress. “No, I don’t understand. That’s not supposed to happen unless you have a baby, right? That’s what they always said.” My voice sounds small and confused. “Women only make milk when they have a baby to feed.”

His gaze flickers down to my chest, just for a second, then back up to my face. I can see the tension in his jaw, but also something else in his eyes. Something I can’t name.

Embarrassed, I cross my arms over my chest, trying to hide the mess, but the pressure makes me wince again. The fabric presses too tightly against my breasts, and the pain sharpens like a warning.

Cole’s hand twitches, and his voice lowers even more. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes,” I admit, barely above a whisper. “I’m so full, it... God, it hurts.”

He swallows hard, and something flickers behind his eyes again. Then he leans in, just a little. “Do you know what to do? How to fix it?”

Another shake of my head. I can barely think through the heat of humiliation and confusion crashing over me.

His voice dips, husky and calm. “I can help you, sweetheart. If you want. I can take care of it for you.”

I jerk my head up, startled. But when our eyes meet, I don’t see judgment. I see something fierce and tender. Something wild and reverent. There’s hunger there, yes... but also care. Need. And a promise I don’t understand yet, but I feel it.

“I want to help you,” he says again, quieter this time. “Let me help you.”

My heart stutters in my chest. I have no idea whether letting him do this is right or wrong. I just know that I want him. That a part of me aches for his help, aches to be touched by the man who’s made me feel more seen, more safe, than anyone else ever has.

So I nod, arms dropping slowly from my chest.

His breath hitches, and then he reaches for me, movements gentle but sure. He lifts my dress and tosses it aside, then unclasps my soaked bra and throws it on top of the discarded dress. I shiver as I find myself suddenly naked except for my plain white cotton panties. Nobody else has ever seen me like this, and it makes me feel vulnerable, but there is a steady pulse between my thighs that makes me realize I like feeling this way with him.

His touch is feather-light as he trails his fingertips over the sensitive skin, exploring. Then he cups my left breast in his big palm, cupping it like he’s testing its weight.

I can’t help but stare down at his hand, noticing how tanned his skin seems compared to mine. A drop of white glistens on the nipple, threatening to drip, but before it can, Cole brushes his thumb over the tight bud and captures the milky droplet. He smears it across my nipple, the moisture letting his calloused skin glide easily over the sensitive peak.

“Please,” I gasp, not knowing exactly what I’m begging for. Just that I need more.

He guides me down onto my back, and he settles on his side beside me, bracing himself on one arm while his free hand cups my breast again. He squeezes it firmly, sliding his hand from base to tip, and I let out a whimper when a spray of milk squirts from the nipple. It splashes down onto my tummy and pools in my navel, warm and wet.

Cole watches, entranced. Then his eyes snap up to mine. He licks his lips, and I realize with a shock how hard he’s breathing. I’m suddenly all too aware of the hard bulge pressing against my hip.

“I want to suck them,” he growls. “Is that okay?”

The blunt words send another thrill through me, and I can only nod.

Cole shifts so that he’s half covering me, and the next thing I know, his mouth is latched around my nipple. He sucks greedily, tongue laving the peak, and a rush of pleasure surges through me. There’s a low throbbing between my thighs, and I have to bite my lip to stifle the noises bubbling up in my throat.

It feels so good, and I have no idea if it’s because of his mouth on my nipple or the fact that the pressure in my chest is slowly easing with each gulp of milk he takes from me. All I know is I don’t want him to stop.

So I wrap my arms around him and cup the back of his head, threading my fingers through his hair. He groans, the sound vibrating against my skin, and his eyes flutter shut as he suckles harder.

His hand is on my other breast, squeezing and milking it, covering us both in the sweet, sticky liquid. His cock is an iron bar against my hip, and I can feel myself getting wetter with every passing second.

I can’t stop squirming as my body experiences a whole new kind of pressure. I’m burning up, and the needy ache between my legs is almost unbearable. My hips press against him, seeking relief, but his weight keeps me pinned down, helpless.

I gasp and arch, and Cole responds by sucking even harder. He’s like a starving man, desperate for every drop. The thought makes my toes curl.

“Please,” I whisper again, not sure what I’m asking for. Just that I need something.

But Cole knows. He pulls his mouth off my nipple with a wet pop, his lips glistening as he looks down at me.

“Do you need me to touch you?” he asks. His hand slides down my side, skimming over my ribs and the dip of my waist. His fingers play with the edge of my panties, teasing. “Need me to ease that other ache you feel?”

I gasp, feeling my face grow hot at the suggestion even as an inferno blazes between my thighs. “But... isn’t it bad to touch there?”

My mind goes straight to a time about a year ago, when Father Robert had caught a friend of mine touching herself. She’d barely been able to move after the whipping she’d received.

A mixture of emotions cross Cole’s face, too fast for me to decipher, but when he speaks, his voice is low and rough.

“No, it’s not bad at all. Whoever told you that was a fucking liar, sweetheart. And if you want me to, I can show you how good it can feel.”

Despite all the things I’ve been told about how sinful it is, the thought of Cole touching me there with his fingers makes me shiver. My panties are soaked, and the pulsing ache is almost painful now.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Show me. Please.”

His hand moves, and then he’s tugging my panties down. He pulls them off, tossing them away, and now I’m completely bare beneath him. I feel the urge to cover myself, but the fire in his eyes makes me freeze.

“So fucking gorgeous,” he mutters, sounding almost angry about it. Then he reaches down and parts my thighs, exposing the wet flesh between them to his hungry gaze.

I expect him to go straight for the spot that’s aching so much, but instead, his fingers stroke gently down the inside of my thigh, making me shudder. Then his hand slides up, moving closer to where I need him most, and his eyes never leave mine.

“You want this, Mercy?” he asks, voice raw.

“Yes,” I whisper. “I want you to touch me.”

He swallows hard, a muscle in his jaw twitching. Then, he slips his fingers between my thighs, grazing the slick folds.

I jolt at the sensation, a soft cry escaping my lips. His touch is like lightning, sparking along every nerve ending and setting me ablaze. He strokes and teases, rubbing slow circles around the swollen nub at the top of my cleft. It’s an incredible feeling, but it’s not enough.

I bite my lip, shifting restlessly, and Cole groans.

“Fuck, you’re so wet,” he growls, pressing harder. “So perfect, sweetheart. Do you like this?”

“Y-yes,” I gasp, writhing under his hand. “Don’t stop, please.”

“Not a fucking chance,” he growls. “I won’t be stopping until you’re moaning my name, Mercy.”

With that, he slides a finger inside me.

My eyes widen at the intrusion, but the slight sting only adds to the pleasure. He moves his finger slowly, exploring, and I can’t hold back the whimpers that fall from my lips.

“That’s it,” he rasps. “Just let go, sweetheart. Let me make you feel good.”

I can feel the tension coiling in my belly, winding tighter with every pass of his fingers. It’s building, growing stronger, and I’m chasing the sensation, desperate for release.

“More,” I beg, arching up into his touch. “Please, Cole, more.”

He gives me what I need, sliding a second finger inside me. My inner walls stretch around him, and the pressure is so good it’s almost unbearable.

“So fucking tight,” he rasps, sounding wrecked. “You’re gonna feel like heaven around my cock, sweetheart. So goddamn perfect.”

I can barely think straight. His words send a thrill through me, but the building pleasure is taking over. His fingers thrust and curl, hitting a spot that makes me see stars. My cries get louder, more urgent, and I’m close, so close...

Close to what, I don’t know. But my body does. My hips grind against him, and my nails dig into his back as I cling to him.

“Cole!” I moan, gasping and arching as the pressure reaches its peak.

And then, like a dam breaking, it crashes over me, white-hot and all-consuming.

Even as a pleasure more intense than anything I’ve ever experienced surges through me, Cole lowers his head and takes my nipple back into his mouth, sucking hard to draw out every last drop. My body is trembling, but the sensations keep going and going until finally, they begin to ease.

I’m floating in a haze of bliss, and the only thing keeping me anchored is Cole’s warm, solid presence. He’s holding me close, murmuring praise as I come down from the high.

“So fucking beautiful, Mercy,” he rasps. “You’re amazing. So damn perfect.”

I can only whimper in response. My limbs are heavy, and the afterglow is like a drug, making everything feel fuzzy and soft.

“You okay?” Cole murmurs, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck.

“Yeah,” I sigh, a small, lazy smile curving my lips. “That was... wow.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” he says with a grin. “But we need to get ourselves cleaned up. I’m gonna call the Chief and ask him to meet us for breakfast at the diner. We need to come up with a plan as soon as possible so we can get your mom and sister out of that place.”

He pulls me close and presses a tender kiss to my forehead, then he reluctantly untangles himself and heads to the bathroom.

I stay in bed, savoring the warm glow in my chest. He really did mean it last night. He’s serious about helping my family.

I’ve got no idea what is happening between us, or if this was just a one-time thing. But right now, I have much more important things to focus on.

Like getting Mom and Ellie away from the commune.


Chapter Four
Cole


The diner smells like grease and burned coffee, the kind of scent that clings to your clothes and settles in your skin. But none of it touches me. Not when she’s sitting across from me, her small hands wrapped around a mug like she’s holding on for dear life.

Mercy is curled into the corner of the booth like she’s not sure she’s allowed to take up space here. She’s wearing a dress very similar to the one she was wearing last night, this one just as worn as the last, and I make a mental note to take her shopping to buy her some new clothes as soon as I can. She looks soft and shaken, but steady. Focused.

She’s talking to the police chief, Jacob, with a quiet determination that has my chest splitting wide open.

Jacob sits with his notepad open, but his expression is calm, encouraging. He doesn’t rush her, just nods every now and then, letting her set the pace. Still, every time she speaks, it cuts deeper.

Especially when she says his name.

“Father Robert told us he was chosen,” she says with a slight tremble in her voice. “That God had given him visions. That his voice was sacred, and the rest of us were only here to obey.”

Jacob’s pen stills. My jaw clenches.

Mercy stares down at her mug for a second. “He... he said the world outside the commune was poisoned. That people here don’t follow God’s law anymore. That if we ever left, we’d lose his protection.”

She shrinks slightly, like even saying that aloud feels wrong. Like some part of her is still waiting for punishment.

“Everyone believed him?” Jacob asks gently.

She nods. “He preached every day. Sometimes twice a day. Claimed he was the only one who could interpret God’s will. He said God gave him dreams. Warnings. That the rest of us were too weak, too impure to understand.”

I slide her plate a little closer. She’s barely touched it, and I can’t imagine she’s eaten much since she ran from that place. So, I spear a piece of pancake with a fork and hold it up for her. She hesitates, then takes it with a shy glance and a small smile that makes my damn heart stumble.

I swear she gets sweeter by the second.

Everything about her is sweet. Her taste is still on my tongue from this morning, soft and warm and rich in a way that I didn’t know I’d crave. I could live off her if she let me. Hell, I want to. One taste wasn’t enough. Not even close.

“The wives...” she starts again, then swallows. “He had four of them. They were chosen, he said. Special. Blessed. But they were never allowed to speak in gatherings. They just sat behind him, heads bowed. Everyone knew they weren’t... treated well. Sometimes they showed up with bruises. One of them had a split lip for days, and no one said a word. If he ever caught anyone looking for too long, he would say it was because they had been disobedient.”

I feel my hand curl into a fist under the table.

Jacob leans forward a little. “So, he would punish his wives. Did he ever punish anyone else?”

Mercy goes still. Her lashes lower, her voice quiet. “Yes.”

Jacob’s tone is gentle. “Who?”

“My friend, Willa. We were born a few days apart. Grew up together. She got caught... doing something wrong. So he used a belt on her. Whipped her all over with it so she couldn’t walk properly for a week.”

My jaw clenches so hard it aches. I want to find this man and rip him apart with my bare hands.

“What did she do wrong?” Jacob presses carefully.

Mercy’s cheeks flush, and she doesn’t answer right away.

She finally whispers, “Father Robert caught her... touching herself.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut.

The question she asked me this morning - “Isn’t it bad to touch there?” - makes even more heartbreaking sense now. The innocence in her voice. The hesitation. Because she’d been taught that pleasure would mean punishment.

I can’t hold it back. “Did he ever...” My voice drops to something rougher, heavier. “Did he ever hurt you in that way?”

Mercy shakes her head, but not without hesitation. “Not like that. Not physically. Me and my mom and Ellie... we kept our heads down. Tried not to draw attention to ourselves. But once, when I was sixteen, Ellie accidentally dropped a bag of grain in the storehouse, and it spilled everywhere. We all tried to clean it up, but he still found out and punished us for our carelessness. Locked us in our home for a week. No food except what someone left outside once a day. We weren’t even allowed firewood, and it was the middle of winter.”

Fucking hell.

Jacob clears his throat, probably sensing I’m seconds from flipping the table. “Okay,” he says firmly. “We need to focus now on getting your mother and sister out. Preferably everyone else too, if they want to come.”

Mercy’s eyes dart between us. “How? He won’t just let them go.”

Jacob nods. “We know. Which is why we need him off the property when we move in. If he’s there, he might try to keep them hostage, or rile people up to fight against us. But if we can separate him from the others? We’ve got a much better shot at keeping everyone safe.”

I nod slowly, my protective instincts still clawing at me. “Makes sense. Less chance of anyone getting hurt if he’s not there to start trouble.” I turn to Mercy, keeping my voice gentle. “Does he have some kind of routine? A time when he normally leaves the commune when we could grab him?”

She shakes her head. “No. He doesn’t trust the outside world. Says it’s full of sin and sickness. I think there is only one thing that would ever make him leave...”

Her voice trails off, and my jaw ticks. I already know where this is going, and I hate it.

I really fucking hate it.

“Me,” she says in a soft voice. “If he isn’t already out looking for me, I know he’d come if I called him and said I’d made a mistake. That I was scared. He’d come. I’m sure of it. He must hate the thought that I managed to get away in the first place, and he’d want to put it right. He’s... possessive.”

“No,” I snap. “Absolutely not. I’m not putting you anywhere near him.”

“But I’d be protected,” she insists, eyes locking on mine. “Right? I wouldn’t be alone when he came. You’d be there to keep me safe.”

Jacob nods. “Of course. We’d have eyes on you the whole time. Men in place. Weapons ready. You’d never be in actual danger, Mercy. The second he approaches you, we’ll move in. And at the same time, we’ll have a team going into the commune.”

I’m still shaking my head, but Mercy reaches for my hand beneath the table, her fingers tentative and warm. “Cole, it’s the only thing that will work. I want to do this. I want to save them.”

I stare at her, heart pounding. She’s braver than anyone I’ve ever met. And she’s right.

I exhale slowly. “Fine. But he’s not getting within ten feet of you. Understood?”

She nods. “Understood.”

“Do you know how to reach him?” Jacob asks.

Mercy sits up straighter. “Yes. There’s a landline in his office, and he has a cell phone he gave me whenever I went into town. He had me memorize the landline number so I could contact him if I needed him.”

Jacob gives her a small smile. “Great. Then the next step is to call that number and see if he is there.”

I reach into my jeans pocket and pull out my phone with a sigh, sliding it across the table towards her.

“Okay,” I say, keeping my voice calm even as heat rises beneath my skin. “Let’s do this.”

But inside, all I can think is: That bastard’s mine.

And when I’m done with him, he’ll never lay a hand on another woman again.

Especially not my Mercy.


Chapter Five
Mercy


The clearing is quiet.

I’m standing near the edge of the gravel where the narrow forestry access road opens up into a wide, overgrown loop, flanked by tall trees on all sides. Sunlight filters through the canopy, dappling the truck tracks that cut through the weeds, but it still feels shadowed, remote. Private.

I know there are cops hiding out there. Among the trees. In the brush. Some of them further down the road, ready to block any escape. I can’t see them, but I know they’re there.

Including Cole.

I keep my eyes forward, not letting them stray towards the tree line even though every fiber of my body aches to see him. I know he’s watching me. Ready to leap in if anything goes wrong.

Still, I can’t stop the nerves. My palms are sweating. My stomach turns. My heart is a jittery, fluttering thing in my chest. I want this over. I want it to be done. I want to go home, but not to the commune. Back to Mama, to Ellie. And most of all, back to Cole, and the safety that radiates from him.

The crunch of tires on gravel sends a jolt straight down my spine.

He’s coming.

I take a steadying breath, keeping my expression blank as the dark gray car slows to a stop a few feet away.

The door opens, and Father Robert steps out.

My breath catches. Fear swells. He looks the same as always. The same buttoned-up white shirt. Same carefully trimmed beard. Same calculating eyes. Same self-important air of a man who thinks he’s a king because he tricked a handful of desperate people into calling him prophet.

But it’s not just him.

Two more doors open.

His brothers. Simon and David. One flanks his left side; the other, the right. Both carry the same self-righteous sneer he wears. And both of them used to watch the young girls like they were picking meat at a butcher’s shop.

My stomach twists. I fight to breathe. Why couldn’t he have come alone like I’d thought he would?

They stop about ten feet from me. Close enough to feel the threat. Not close enough to touch. But I still flinch.

Then Father Robert speaks.

“My poor lost girl.” His voice is calm, almost soft, like he’s the one who’s been wounded in all this. “You have no idea how disappointed I was when you decided to run from me. You were chosen, Mercy. You were meant to walk beside me. To belong to me.”

He glances at his brothers. “I sent them looking. They searched town after town, hoping to find you so they could bring you home to me. But the Lord hid you. Because He wanted to test your loyalty.”

He looks at me again, smiling. “And you passed the test. You called. You came back. You realized your place is at my side. And that’s where you’ll remain for the rest of our lives.”

I don’t move. Don’t speak. I let him keep digging his grave. Besides, fear has lodged itself in my throat, creating a lump there that would make it impossible to talk even if I wanted to.

“When we get back,” he continues, stepping forward, “you’ll be brought to my home. To my private quarters. I can see now that you need... closer guidance. So you’ll stay with me, and you will be properly broken in. There will be chains, of course. Until I can trust your obedience.”

My spine goes rigid.

“You’ll sleep on the floor at the foot of my bed,” he adds. “And you’ll learn to remain on your knees until I say otherwise. But in time, you’ll learn your place. You’ll become the wife you were born to be. And you’ll be grateful. Because it’s an honor to be chosen by a prophet of God.”

I don’t speak for a beat, and I swallow down the lump in my throat. Then I meet his gaze and smile.

“You’re right about one thing,” I say.

He lifts his chin, smug.

“I will learn my place. In fact, I already have. And it’s not with you. Not now. Not ever.”

His eyes widen with surprise at my words before his features crumple into a scowl. But I don’t care. It feels good to say these things, and I know he can’t hurt me. Not with Cole looking out for me.

“Excuse me?” he says through gritted teeth.

“I lied to you,” I say, my voice rising. “When I called. When I told you I was sorry. When I said I wanted to come back. It was all lies. I would rather rot in hell than spend a single moment on my knees for you.”

For half a second, he just stares at me. Blinks once. Twice.

Then his face twists. “You ungrateful little bitch,” he snaps, all that self-important calm snapping like a bone under pressure. “Do you think you can mock me? After everything I’ve done for you? After I chose you?”

He lunges forward.

My heart kicks into my throat. I stumble back, breath catching, already reaching for some kind of weapon that isn’t there. My hands are empty, my pulse frantic.

But I don’t have to protect myself.

I’m not alone.

“Don’t you fucking move!” calls out a familiar voice.

Branches crack. Leaves rustle.

Suddenly the clearing is full of bodies. A dozen cops, at least, emerge from the woods with their guns raised. They’re moving fast, flanking, surrounding, closing off every possible escape. Badges glint in the light. The sharp click of safeties turning off rings louder than any shout.

Father Robert freezes.

His brothers whip around, but it’s too late. One officer grabs Simon and forces him to the ground. Another tackles David with enough force to make the forest floor shake.

“Hands where we can see them!” a cop bellows.

“Get on your knees!”

“Do it! Now!”

The prophet raises his hands slowly. But he doesn’t kneel. Not yet. He turns his eyes to me again, but there’s no holiness in them now. No serenity.

Just fury. And hate.

“You’ve made a mistake, Mercy,” he spits. “You think they’ll keep you safe? You think you’re free? No, you’re mine!”

“No,” I say, voice trembling slightly. “I was never yours.”

Suddenly, Cole is there.

Out of the sea of people, he storms towards Father Robert like a force of nature, closing the distance in a heartbeat. The prophet starts to turn, maybe to run, but he never gets the chance.

Cole’s fist slams into his jaw with a sickening crack.

The sound is louder than I expected. More final.

Robert stumbles back, head snapping sideways, legs buckling under him. For a second, he looks stunned. Human. Small.

Cole catches him by the shirt, slams him up against the hood of his own car, cuffs clicking around his wrists like shackles forged just for him.

I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until I let it go in a rush.

“Piece of shit,” Cole growls, voice low and shaking with restraint. “You’re lucky there are witnesses around right now. If there weren’t, you’d need more than God to save you.”

He jerks Robert back from the car and shoves him towards the waiting officers.

“Take him. Before I do something that will get me locked up right alongside him.”

Two of them step forward, each grabbing an arm. Robert’s still breathing hard, still dazed, but the fire is gone from his eyes. There’s no holy fire. No rage.

Just the pathetic, impotent anger of a man who thought he was untouchable... and just found out otherwise.

They drag him away. His brothers are already cuffed and sullen, sitting on the ground under armed watch. No one speaks as the three of them are loaded into the back of a patrol vehicle that must have arrived during all the commotion.

I don’t move. I just watch.

Because this moment matters.

This is the first time I’ve ever seen Father Robert treated like he was just a man. Not a prophet. Not a messenger. Not a mouthpiece for God. Just a man. A cruel, arrogant, violent man who deserves everything that’s coming to him.

My knees tremble.

I feel like I’m standing at the edge of something huge. Not just freedom. Not just survival.

A whole new life.

The car doors slam shut. The engines start. One by one, the vehicles roll away, carrying him and everything he ever did to me with them.

And then I’m not watching anymore, because Cole is walking towards me.

And suddenly, I can breathe again.


Chapter Six
Cole


The other officers are gone, and the forest is quiet now. The cars have vanished down the trail. And the man who has haunted Mercy’s every breath for years is finally in the back of a cruiser, cuffed, silent, powerless.

But she’s still trembling.

I move to her and hold her close, wrapping my arms around her like I’m the only barrier between her and the world. She fits there so perfectly, her soft curves pressed to my chest, head tucked under my chin, her hands fisting lightly in the front of my shirt. My hand drifts to her hair, stroking slowly, steadily. She exhales shakily, her breath warm against my neck.

“How are you feelin’, sweetheart?” I murmur into her hair.

Her voice is soft and quiet when she answers. “Better now that he’s gone.”

She leans back just enough to look up at me, her eyes wide and still a little dazed. “But I won’t really feel okay until I know Mama and Ellie are safe.”

“You will,” I promise. “Let’s call Jacob. He should have reached them by now.”

We walk together down the path, side by side through the underbrush. The trees thin as we go, the sunlight filtering in stronger with every step. I keep close, glancing over at her every few seconds, my protective instincts still on high alert even though the danger has passed.

My truck is just where I left it, tucked between a wall of pines. As soon as I see it, I pull my phone from my pocket and hit Jacob’s number. He answers on the first ring.

“Walker,” he says. “I was just about to call you. Did you get the sick fuck?”

“Yeah, we got him. And the two guys he brought along with him. Any word on Mercy’s family yet?”

“We’ve got them. Her mom and sister. They’re okay. A few bruises but nothing serious. We’re wrapping up statements now, and I’ll drive them back myself as soon as we’re done.”

Relief crashes into me like a wave. I glance over at Mercy. “They’re safe,” I say, covering the phone with my hand. “Jacob found them.”

Her hand flies to her mouth, her eyes instantly filling with tears, but this time, they’re happy ones. She lets out a breath that turns into a laugh. “Really? They’re safe?”

“They’re safe,” I repeat, smiling as I finish the call with Jacob with a thank you.

She throws her arms around me before I even put my phone away. And damn if that doesn’t knock the last bit of control out of me.

Her happiness is radiant. Bright and warm and blinding. She’s lighting up like I’ve never seen, her arms wrapped tight around my neck, that soft body pressed to mine like it belongs there.

Something breaks open in my chest.

I’ve been craving this woman from the second I laid eyes on her. Holding her, feeding from her, hearing those moans spill from her lips when I showed her the kind of pleasure her body is capable of. Every private moment with her has been perfect.

But I need more.

I need to claim her. I need to make her mine.

So I grab her face in my hands and kiss her. There is nothing soft or tentative about this kiss. It’s hungry and consuming. A deep, wild claim that takes her breath while I give her mine right back. She gasps, and I slide my tongue into her mouth. She sways, and I catch her, lifting her right off the ground as I turn and lay her down on the hood of my truck.

I lean over her, both hands planted on the hood, caging her in. At the same time, she locks her legs around my waist while her hands trail gently over my chest. Her lips part, and her eyes are wide, dazed.

“Cole,” she breathes.

My heart is beating hard and fast. I’ve never felt anything like this. Like the sun has burned straight through my skin, right into my soul.

“Mercy,” I say, my voice coming out rougher than usual. “I want you.”

“You have me.”

“I want to claim you,” I tell her, my fingers tracing the curve of her face. “I want you as mine. Forever. I want to protect you and cherish you and make you scream my name when I’m inside you. I want it all, Mercy.”

Her breath catches. She doesn’t even hesitate before nodding.

“Yes. Yes, Cole. I’m yours.”

That’s all I need to hear.

With a groan, I kiss her again, sliding my hand up her leg and beneath her skirt, stroking the smooth skin of her thigh. My dick is already rock hard, throbbing between my legs, and Mercy arches her hips towards me, rolling against my erection, a soft moan slipping from her throat.

“Please, Cole,” she whispers, her hands fisting in my hair. “Make me feel good again. I want you so much.”

“I’m going to make you feel so fucking good, Mercy,” I growl, even as my hands slide up her body to tug her dress down, revealing her lush tits. “But first, I’m going to taste every inch of you.”

I bend and kiss the curve of her shoulder. She tilts her head back, baring more of her throat for me, and I press my lips against the tender skin there, then suck her pulse point between my teeth.

“Yes,” she hisses, her fingers digging into the back of my neck.

“And then, when you’re soaked and desperate for me, I’m going to claim this pussy with my cock,” I tell her, letting the tip of my index finger drift along her inner thigh.

“Yes, please,” she moans.

“Then I’m going to take you home, Mercy,” I say, sliding my hand between her legs. “And I’m going to keep you.”

With a gasp, she arches against my hand, her legs parting. Her panties are already soaked, and her breath catches as I stroke my finger against her slit, feeling her through the wet fabric.

“Mine,” I whisper, looking her in the eyes as I drag her panties aside and sink a finger inside her.

She nods, her breath coming faster, and I start to thrust.

“Yours,” she breathes.

The sounds coming out of her are intoxicating. Soft and sweet and needy. I slip a second finger into her tight channel, working her gently, stretching her for what’s coming next.

A bead of milk swells at the tip of her breast, and I bend and catch it with my tongue, groaning as the sweetness spreads through me. Mercy gasps, and I look up at her, my fingers still working.

“You taste so damn good, baby.”

“Cole,” she moans, her body tightening.

“Let me see you come, sweetheart,” I growl, before latching on to her tit, sucking hard, drawing the nipple into my mouth and swallowing the sweet cream as it fills my mouth.

She’s shaking now, her body moving restlessly. Her hands are tight on the back of my head, her breasts thrust forward, hips arched, legs spread wide.

And I can’t fucking stop drinking from her, even as I slide a third finger inside her, filling her up, stretching her, getting her ready to be claimed.

“Oh God, Cole!” she cries, her head falling back.

Her orgasm crashes through her, her muscles squeezing tight, her voice cracking. She shakes and moans, and her body convulses in the most beautiful way. I watch her come, my cock so hard it hurts, and when the tremors subside, I pull my fingers out of her and suck them clean.

“Mmm,” I hum, my eyes locked on hers. “You’re so fucking perfect, Mercy. Every part of you tastes like heaven.”

She’s breathing hard, her breasts rising and falling, and I can’t wait any longer. I unbutton my pants, shove them down my hips, and grab my dick. I’m so damn hard, and I need her like I’ve never needed anything else.

“Look at me, sweetheart,” I tell her, lining myself up at her entrance. “This pussy is mine. You’re mine.”

“Yes,” she whispers.

“And I’m going to claim it, right here. Right now.”

“Please, Cole,” she whimpers, reaching for me. “I’m yours. Take me.”

With a low groan, I press into her, and we both cry out.

She’s so tight and hot and wet, and it feels so fucking good to have her wrapped around me. I slide deeper, my gaze never leaving her face, her hands on my arms. She moans and shifts her hips, her body opening up for me.

“Fuck, Mercy,” I hiss, the words a prayer. “My Mercy.”

My entire world narrows to her. Only her. Nothing else exists but this woman and the pleasure she gives me.

I sink all the way in, until my balls are flush against her ass, and then I hold myself there, letting her body get used to being so full. Letting the sensations overwhelm her.

“Cole,” she sighs, her fingers gripping my shoulders. “It’s so... much. But so good.”

“Good,” I grit out, my teeth clenched. “Because I’m gonna make you come so hard you’ll feel it in your soul.”

And then I start to move.

I’m not gentle. This isn’t sweet. Even though I know I should be gentle for her first time.

This is a claiming. A rough, deep possession. And Mercy takes every inch of me. With every thrust, I bottom out inside her, and her hands are everywhere, clawing at my back, my shoulders, grabbing onto my hair, her eyes locked on mine the whole time.

“Yes,” she whimpers, her legs around my waist. “Harder.”

“Fuck, Mercy.”

My heart is slamming into my ribs, and sweat slides down my back. But I don’t slow down, not even when I feel her inner walls fluttering and clenching around me. Not even when her breath catches and her voice cracks and her nails dig into my back through my shirt.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” I growl. “Give me another one. Come for me.”

“Oh god. Oh god. Cole!”

Her cries are so loud, echoing in the quiet forest, and I slam my mouth down over hers, drinking them in. Her lips part, and I slip my tongue inside, stroking hers at the same time as I grind my pelvis against her clit.

I bring a hand up to cup her breast, squeezing the soft flesh until I feel the warmth of her milk soaking into my shirt. She arches into me, her entire body tensing, her pussy contracting.

She breaks the kiss, tossing her head back.

“Come for me, Mercy,” I growl.

“Yes, yes, Cole, oh God, Cole!”

Her second orgasm hits, and I’m right there with her, following her into oblivion. I explode, spilling inside her, the release so hard and intense that it sends sparks flying behind my eyes.

She’s holding onto me, her arms wrapped tight around my neck, her pussy milking me so fucking perfectly. And all I can do is keep thrusting into her, shoving my cock as deep as I can every time as I flood her womb with my seed.

Finally, the tremors subside, and we collapse on the hood of the truck. We’re both breathing hard, our bodies slick with sweat.

I’ve never felt anything so perfect.

And as we slowly recover, I nuzzle my face against her soft tit, my mouth finding the nipple once more. I draw her into my mouth and suckle gently, letting her milk flow over my tongue, her sweetness filling me with each swallow.

She sighs, and I can feel her fingers tangling in my hair, stroking.

“That feels good,” she murmurs. “So good.”

With my cock softening inside her, I keep suckling at her tit, drawing out every drop. The only sounds in the forest are her soft moans and the wet sound of my lips on her skin.

My hand strokes over her hip, soothing her.

“Thank you,” she whispers, her eyes drifting closed.

“For what?” I ask as I finally let her nipple slip from my mouth.

“For everything. For wanting me like this. For saving Mama and Ellie. For helping me break free.”

“You saved yourself,” I remind her, pressing my lips softly against hers. “And I’ll never stop wanting you. Never.”

Her lips curl into a soft smile.

“Never,” she agrees, snuggling closer.

“Good,” I say. “Now let’s get you home.”

“Our home?”

I nod. “Our home. And soon enough, your family will be there too.”

She smiles widely up at me, stealing my breath away with her beauty all over again. “Sounds perfect.”


Chapter Seven
Mercy


The porch boards creak beneath my bare feet as I step out into the warm afternoon sun. The breeze is soft, fluttering the hem of my dress and brushing hair across my cheek. I tuck it behind my ear and look out over the yard.

Cole’s yard.

There’s a tall tree near the back fence that I’ve already claimed in my mind as the perfect reading spot. The porch swing squeaks gently in the breeze. And there’s a white picket fence that runs along the edge of the grass, just like in the stories I used to dream up in my head when the world outside the commune felt like make-believe.

Only this is real. All of it. The house. The peace. Cole.

And it feels like it might be mine already.

I wrap my arms around myself and breathe it all in. The scent of fresh-cut grass, warm wood, and the lingering trace of him on my skin. He gave me the full tour earlier, proud and quiet as he pointed out the extra bedrooms, the big kitchen, the garden he hadn’t really taken care of in a while but wanted to now that I was here.

Everything about this place feels like a promise.

Footsteps sound behind me, steady and heavy. A moment later, Cole’s arms wrap around my waist from behind, his chest warm against my back, his chin resting gently on my shoulder.

“I just got off the phone with Jacob,” he murmurs, his voice low and rough in the way that always makes my knees feel weak. “They’re almost here.”

My heart leaps.

I nod, too full of emotion to speak. I grip his arms tighter, anchoring myself to him in a way that already feels so natural. I still can’t believe I have him. That after everything - the fear and pain and running - I ended up with someone like Cole.

Someone steady. Fierce. Good.

The sound of a car pulls my attention to the road. A sheriff’s department cruiser turns into the driveway, dust kicking up in its wake. My breath catches. Cole’s arms fall away, giving me space to go to them, and I bolt down the steps without another thought.

The doors open.

Ellie’s the first out. Her eyes land on me, and she cries out, running full speed into my arms.

I catch her and drop to my knees, both of us sobbing and laughing all at once. Mama’s next, slower, more tentative. But the second I reach for her, she crumbles into me. We fold around each other like we’ve never been apart.

We hold each other for a long time. Three women who finally got away from a place that felt a lot like hell.

“I missed you,” I whisper against Ellie’s hair.

“We missed you too,” Mama says thickly.

Cole gives us space, but eventually his deep voice cuts through gently. “Come on inside. It’s too hot to cry out here in the sun.”

We follow him in; the house cool compared to the air outside. He gets us all cold drinks without needing to be asked. Ellie settles onto the couch beside me, clinging to my hand, while Mama takes the armchair and looks around like she doesn’t quite believe she’s allowed to sit in a place like this.

There’s quiet at first. We’re just checking in with each other, offering soft reassurances that we’re okay now. That we made it. That we’re safe. But eventually, Mama sighs and sets her glass on the table with trembling fingers.

“I don’t even know what we’re supposed to do next,” she admits, her voice low. “I’ve got no job. No home. I don’t even know the first thing about this world. How to pay bills. Rent a home. I don’t know where to start.”

Her eyes flick to Cole, hesitant. “You wouldn’t happen to know where we might go, would you?”

I glance over at him, expecting him to maybe offer some advice or point her in the direction of people who might be able to help. Instead, he sets his drink down and crosses the room, placing a comforting hand on my mama’s shoulder.

“You’re all welcome to stay here. As long as you need,” he says firmly. “I mean it.”

Mama blinks in surprise. “All of us?”

He looks at me now, and something deep and certain moves through those storm-colored eyes. “I want Mercy here. Forever. And I won’t split your family up now that you’ve all made it out.”

Ellie stares at me. Mama does too. I know what they’re thinking. They’re wondering why he would say that about wanting me with him forever. Wondering why he’s looking at me as if I’m his whole damn world.

And I don’t hesitate.

I rise from the couch and cross the room, slipping my arms around his waist and pressing my cheek to his chest.

“Thank you,” I whisper. Then, a little louder, so there’s no mistaking it, I say, “I love you.”

He answers without even a breath of pause. “I love you too, sweetheart.”

Mama gives a soft smile, her eyes shining. “Then we’d be happy to stay.”

And just like that, I know...

We’re home.


Epilogue
Mercy


Two years later:

The bedroom is warm, filled with the golden light of the late afternoon sun. I lie across the middle of the bed, naked and practically thrumming with anticipation. My skin is flushed, warm from my shower, my hair still damp at the ends where it falls over my shoulder.

Cole’s due home any minute, and it’s his birthday.

And this year, I’ve planned something a little more... personal.

A smile curves across my lips as I stare at the ceiling fan spinning lazily above. I close my eyes, heart fluttering, already imagining the way his mouth will part in shock when he sees me like this. The way his eyes will darken. The way he’ll growl.

But more than that... I’m imagining how he’ll react when I tell him what his gift is tonight.

That I’ve come off my contraception and I want him to get me pregnant again.

Our son, Matthew, named after my father, is just over a year old now. He’s got chubby cheeks, curious eyes, and his daddy’s smile. He’s the light of our lives, and I never imagined I could love anything or anyone so much. But I miss the newborn phase. The warmth of a tiny body against mine, the milky scent, the closeness. And lately, every time I watch Cole holding our son, something inside me aches with a kind of longing I can’t ignore anymore.

I want more. And not just one.

No, I want to fill our home with babies. As many as we can love. As many as he can give me. And now that we finally have the space, the safety, the forever I never thought I’d get... I want to grow our family, starting tonight.

Especially now that we’ve got the place to ourselves again.

Mama and Ellie moved out two months ago, though not very far. Just next door, actually. The little white house that went up for sale was only on the market a couple of days before Cole bought it outright and handed them the keys like it was nothing, after they’d mentioned wanting to find a place of their own someday soon.

“I want them close,” he said simply, when I teared up at the gesture. “They’re your family.”

I swear I’ve never seen my mom and sister look as happy as they are now. Ellie’s thriving at college, smart and fierce and wide-eyed at the world that was kept from her for so long. Mama spends her days with our son, and I swear he loves her as fiercely as if she were another mama. She’s the best nanny anyone could ever dream of. And me? I’m studying too. College classes four mornings a week while Mama watches the baby. I’m working towards a degree in social work, because there are other girls out there who haven’t managed to escape the bad things in their lives yet. They are still trapped. Terrified. Isolated.

And I want to be someone who can help them get free.

Father Robert hasn’t seen the light of day since the police dragged him off that forest trail. The trial wrapped up a few months ago, and the sentence came down hard. There were multiple counts of abuse, coercion, unlawful confinement, and even two deaths that were once considered accidents but turned out to be anything but. There’s no chance of parole. No way for him to hurt anyone else again. He’ll spend the rest of his miserable life behind bars, exactly where he belongs.

But my days are full of joy and love now, and even the smallest things feel sacred. Pancakes on Sunday mornings. Lazy evenings on the couch with Cole’s hand resting on my thigh. Tiny socks in the laundry. Baby giggles in the bath.

Even my body feels different in the best way.

After everything settled with the investigation, I finally saw a doctor about the... changes. The milk. I hadn’t understood why it had happened at first, but after a few tests to work out what was going on, she explained how trauma and stress can do strange things to your hormones. Apparently, the months of fear had tricked my body into producing.

And of course, it hadn’t stopped, even when the fear had gone. Not with Cole feeding from me the way he did every chance we got. That kind of stimulation kept things going... and deepened the connection between us in a way I never expected. It’s a private rhythm now, part of our intimacy. A sacred thing just between us.

My nipples tighten at all the special memories of Cole hungrily drinking from me. I shift against the sheets, just enough to feel the drag of cotton against my bare skin, the sweet ache building in my chest. He’ll be home any minute now, and I already know how tonight is going to end. With me full in every way, marked and claimed so thoroughly.

The front door opens downstairs, followed by the familiar heavy thud of boots and the jingle of keys landing in the bowl on the table. I smile, heart racing.

“Mercy?” he calls. “Where are you, sweetheart?”

“In here,” I call back.

I hear the bedroom door open... and then a low, sharp breath.

He stops in the doorway as if he’s been hit.

His eyes drink me in, naked and waiting on our bed, and he just stands there, stunned. There’s a ravenous look in his eyes that has me squirming before he’s even touched me.

“Happy birthday, my love,” I say, my voice unexpectedly breathless.

Without saying a word, he gently closes the door behind him. He’s already tugging at his clothes, getting himself as bare as I am in record time. My eyes roam his body, hungry and eager. The thick muscle, the strong arms, the broad chest covered in dark hair. The thick erection between his thighs, so big and full, pointing right at me.

“Where’s Mattie” he asks, already stalking towards the bed.

“He’s sleeping over at Mama’s house tonight.”

He grins. “So we’re all alone.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

He kneels on the bed, looming over me, caging me in with his arms.

“Then let’s make good use of that, sweetheart.”

His mouth slants over mine, and a low, desperate sound leaves me. The kiss is hungry, almost wild, his tongue sliding past my lips and sweeping into my mouth. He kisses me so hard I feel it all the way down to my toes, and I cling to his shoulders, moaning against him.

My hands are everywhere, greedy and impatient, tracing every inch of him. I can feel the tension in his muscles, the need, and it feeds my own. His lips move down my jaw, my neck, his teeth nipping at the sensitive flesh, leaving marks that have me sighing and arching into him.

But, as much as I’m enjoying it, I want tonight to be about him, so I press my hands against his chest, gently pushing him away. Despite the confused expression on his face, he stops immediately.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I grin at him as I slide off the bed and get to my knees beside it.

“I’m more than okay. But I do want to spoil you, Cole. It’s your birthday, and after everything you’ve given me, you deserve it.”

I pat the edge of the bed, and he quickly gets the hint. He shifts closer, and my breath catches when he settles himself in front of me, his thighs spread wide and his dick curving up against his belly.

“This is definitely one hell of a present,” he says with a grin.

“Just sit back, let me take care of you, and enjoy.”

I lean closer and press a gentle kiss to the tip before rising up higher on my knees. Keeping my eyes on his, I cup my tits in my hands, giving him a bit of a show. He watches, rapt, as I lift them and then lower them, slowly rubbing them against his hard cock.

The groan that escapes him is raw and desperate, his head falling back.

“Oh, fuck.”

I smile and continue to play with him. Rubbing the soft weight of my tits all over his cock, his balls, letting my nipples drag along the thick vein underneath, all the while watching him.

And when I squeeze my tits, sending twin sprays of milk over his shaft, he groans so loud I can feel it.

“Yes, fuck, Mercy. Again.”

I squeeze again, watching the pearly fluid dribble down his cock. He’s hard as steel, throbbing and twitching, and the sight of him so lost to the sensations makes a shiver race down my spine.

Desperate to please him, I lean forward even more, sliding his erection into my cleavage, surrounding his hard flesh with my softness. With the added lubrication of my milk, I start to slide up and down, pumping his shaft between my breasts.

“Jesus, sweetheart. Your tits are fucking perfect.”

His words make me smile. He’s always loved them. Always been a little obsessed with them. So what better way to make him feel good on his birthday?

I squeeze my breasts tighter around him, the firm touch causing my milk to flow. A small puddle starts to form on his stomach, but neither of us pays attention to that. Instead, Cole keeps his eyes on me, his pupils blown wide, his lips parted.

“Keep going, sweetheart. Keep going.”

His hips begin to move, thrusting up into the tight embrace. The pressure and friction are exquisite. He’s so hard and hot against my soft flesh. My pussy is aching, slick, but I don’t touch myself. Instead, I keep moving, sliding my tits up and down his shaft until his breaths turn ragged and his fingers clench into fists.

He’s close.

So I pull back, leaving his cock bobbing in the air.

“Not yet,” I say, a teasing lilt in my voice.

His groan is pure agony.

“Mercy. Is this what you planned for my birthday? Teasing me to within an inch of my life?”

I flash him a coy smile as I climb back up onto the bed, settling on my hands and knees in the middle of the mattress. I spread my legs wide and arch my spine, offering myself to him as temptingly as I know how to.

“Not at all. It’s just time for me to give you your real gift now.”

He lets out a little growl, and I look over my shoulder just in time to see him getting into position behind me.

The blunt head of his cock rubs against my folds for a moment before pushing inside with one swift thrust. I bite my lip as the pleasure ripples through me, making my toes curl and my pussy flutter.

“Is this my gift, sweetheart?” he whispers against the nape of my neck. “You? Naked and wet and ready for me?”

“That’s part of it,” I say. “But not all of it.”

He holds himself motionless inside me, his arm reaching underneath to cup my heavy, hanging tit. His thumb brushes over my nipple in a way that makes me gasp.

“Oh? And what’s the rest of it?”

I make him wait a beat before telling him. “I stopped taking my contraceptive pill,” I say, leaving him to work out the rest for himself.

He still doesn’t move, but I feel his hot breath against my shoulder. I hold my breath, waiting for his reaction.

Slowly, his hand slides from my breast down to my stomach. “So my gift is that I get to fuck another baby into you, sweetheart? I get to take you hard and bare, and fill you with my seed?”

His voice is gruff, and his words are filthy. They’re everything I want, and more.

“Yes. Yes, please, Cole.”

I barely get the last word out before he pulls out, and then plunges back in, making me cry out. He doesn’t start slow or easy, and I don’t want him to. This is what we both crave, and what I’ve planned for.

Cole fucks into me with abandon, driving his cock home over and over, his fingers digging into my hips. I can barely keep myself upright, can barely breathe; it feels so good. He reaches under and cups my swinging breasts again, using them to pull me back onto his cock even as his hips snap forwards with a brutal intensity.

I love when he takes me like this. Raw and desperate. Like he can’t control himself. Like I drive him to the very limits of his self-control.

“Is this what you want, Mercy?” he demands.

I try to answer, but my throat is tight and the words are caught there.

“To be filled with me? To carry my baby again?”

I nod frantically, gasping for breath, but somehow manage to force out a few words.

“Please, Cole. I want it. All of it.”

“Yeah, you do. You want to be full of me. And I’m gonna give it to you. Over and over.”

His pace is unrelenting. The heat in my belly begins to grow, spreading outward and upward, and I know I’m going to come soon.

“I love being inside you,” he groans. “It’s the best fucking feeling in the world. I want to stay here, in this warm, soft place. Pumping into you, filling you up with my cum.”

The heat inside me grows even stronger, and my whole body trembles.

“And I know you’re close, sweetheart. So close. Your greedy pussy’s gonna suck me in and milk me dry. It wants it. It’s gonna take every drop, isn’t it?”

I don’t answer, but he doesn’t expect me to. Instead, he pinches my nipples, the shock of pain making the pleasure that much stronger, and suddenly, it’s all too much.

I cry out as I come, my vision whiting out and my entire body shaking with the force of it. Cole’s grip tightens, holding me steady, his rhythm not faltering.

“Good girl,” he whispers. “That’s it. Just like that. You’re doing so good, sweetheart. Just a little more.”

He pushes his hips into me harder and faster, chasing his own orgasm now. My body is still trembling with aftershocks, the pleasure rippling through me, making me clench and flutter around him.

“Fuck, Mercy. Fuck!”

Cole comes with a roar, slamming his cock into me as far as it can go and grinding his hips against mine. His warmth fills me, his cock pulsing, his breath coming in hot pants.

After a moment, he gently eases his weight off of me, pulling out. I whimper a little at the loss. But then he turns me, arranging us both so that I’m nestled on top of him, with his arms around me.

“Happy birthday, my love,” I whisper, smiling up at him.

He laughs and kisses the top of my head. “Best birthday ever, sweetheart.”

We lie there, wrapped up in each other’s arms, and I know, without a doubt, that this is exactly where I’m meant to be.

With Cole. Forever.

***

Check out my site to sign up to my newsletter, so you can keep up to date with all my latest releases and special offers! And in return, you’ll get a free book!
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Welcome to my wild, wicked world of over-the-top, heart-pounding instalove. I write fast-paced, spicy age gap novellas that don’t waste time. They are just pure heat, obsession, and unapologetic desire from page one. If you’re into dominant older heroes, eager younger heroines, and deliciously deviant themes like breeding and lactation, you’re in the right place.

These days, all my stories revolve around one irresistible idea: men who fall fast, fall hard, and never let go. Think possessive, primal, borderline unhinged alphas who’d burn the world down for their girl. They're obsessed, they're intense, and yes, more than one has been lovingly described as a full-blown caveman by reviewers.

So whether you're here for the age gaps, the obsession, or the kind of heat that leaves scorch marks, you’re in the right place. Get comfortable. It’s about to get feral.

Find me online at https://allmylinks.com/willow-watkins
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