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Chapter 1

The apartment smells like leather and coffee grounds. Same as always. No plants. No pictures. Just a couch, a bed, and a punching bag hanging in the corner where most people keep a TV.

She walks out of the bathroom wearing my shirt. Nothing else.

I'm on the couch. Beer in hand. Watching her.

"Come here."

She does. Always does. Climbs into my lap like she owns it, thighs bracketing mine, hands sliding up my chest. The shirt rides up. I catch a glimpse of pale skin, the curve of her hip.

"Missed you," she says.

I've been gone three days. Homicide doesn't care about schedules.

"Show me."

Her smile is pure heat. She grinds down, slow. Testing. Those big blue eyes lock on mine, daring me to lose control first.

She won't win.

I let her think she's in charge. Let her rock against me, fingers tangling in my hair, breath hitching. She's perfect. Twenty-one and flawless—smooth skin, soft curves, that sweet face that hides how dirty she can get.

She tastes like vanilla when I kiss her. Like something I shouldn't have.

"Duncan—"

"Quiet."

I pull her down harder. She gasps. Rides me slow, torturous. Her hair falls forward, golden waves catching the low light. She bites her lip, trying to stay composed, trying to make me crack.

Not happening.

I grip her hips. Guide her. Find the angle that makes her whimper.

"There?"

"Yes—God, yes—"

The alpha in me snaps its leash. Something primal and possessive takes over, drowning out everything else.

I flip her in one swift motion, using my weight and strength to pin her beneath me on the couch. The leather creaks under us as I capture both her wrists above her head in one large hand, my grip firm but careful not to bruise. She doesn't resist—just melts into the position like she was made for it.

Her back arches off the cushions, pressing those perfect breasts against my chest. Her breath comes fast and shallow, little puffs of heat against my neck. When I look down at her, her pupils are blown wide with want, blue eyes dark with need. The shirt—my shirt—has ridden up completely now, leaving her bare from the waist down, exposed and vulnerable beneath me.

"Duncan," she breathes, testing her bonds. I tighten my grip just enough to remind her who's in charge.

"You want to be in control?" I ask.

"No."

"Good girl."

I take over. Find her spot and work it until she's shaking, until she's begging. Her nails dig into my shoulders, breaking skin, leaving crescent moons that'll bruise by morning. I don't let up. Don't give her mercy. Just drive deeper, harder, angling my hips to hit that place inside her that makes her come undone every time. Her eyes roll back, lashes fluttering against flushed cheeks. She's beautiful when she breaks.

"Duncan—please—I can't—"

I cover her mouth with mine, swallowing her pleas. She tastes like wine and desperation. Like surrender.

"You will."

Her body goes rigid beneath me. Thighs locking around my waist with surprising strength. She comes hard, clenching around me in tight, hot pulses, crying out my name like a prayer against my lips. Not quiet. Not holding back. Like she's forgotten where we are. Who might hear. Like nothing exists beyond this couch, this moment, this release I've dragged from her body.

I don't stop.

"Duncan—I can't—"

"You can."

I turn her over. Pull her hips up. She's trembling, oversensitive, but she pushes back into me anyway. Wants more. Always wants more.

I give it to her.

Drive into her until she's sobbing, until she comes again, tighter this time, dragging me over the edge with her. The pressure builds low in my spine. Hot. Urgent. I pull out at the last second, fisting myself over her back, painting her skin with thick, white streaks. Marking territory. Claiming what's mine.

She shivers beneath me as it hits her skin. Warm drops trailing down the curve of her spine, pooling in the small of her back. I spread it with my thumb, working it into her skin like I'm branding her. Like I'm writing my name across every inch of her body.

"Mine," I growl against her shoulder, teeth scraping skin.

She nods. Can't speak. Just trembles and lets me mark her however I want.

The sight of her like this—covered in me, claimed by me—sends another jolt through my system. Possessive. Primal. Everything in me roars with satisfaction.

Andria collapses forward. I pull her back against my chest, both of us breathing hard.

"You're going to kill me," she whispers.

"You'll survive."

She laughs. Turns in my arms. Kisses me soft, sweet. The contrast gets me every time—how filthy she is in bed, how innocent she looks after.

We end up in the shower. She washes my hair, humming something I don't recognize. I watch water run down her body, memorizing the shape of her.

Met her six weeks ago.

She walked into the precinct looking scared. Hands shaking. Bruises on her wrists she tried to hide with bracelets.

Filing a restraining order against her ex. Tyler something. Trust fund kid with a mean streak and daddy's lawyer on speed dial.

I took her statement. Watched her try not to cry. Watched her pull herself together when most people would've fallen apart.

She was brave.

That's what got me.

Not the blonde hair or the blue eyes or the body that belonged in magazines. The way she looked me in the eye and said, "I want him arrested. I don't care what it takes."

I made sure it happened. Got the restraining order. Got Tyler's ass thrown in holding for violating it two days later.

Case closed.

Should've been the end.

But she texted me a week later. Thank you. For everything.

I should've ignored it. Should've deleted her number.

I didn't.

We met for coffee. Then dinner. Then she was in my bed, and I stopped pretending I had any intention of walking away.

Now she's here. In my apartment. In my shower. Looking at me like I'm something worth keeping.

"What?" she asks.

"Nothing."

She doesn't believe me. Presses closer, water streaming between us. "Tell me."

"You're too young for this."

"For what? You?"

"Yeah."

She kisses my jaw. My throat. "Good thing I don't care."

We dry off. She steals another one of my shirts. We end up on the couch again, her legs draped over mine, my hand on her thigh.

That's when she drops it.

"You're meeting my family this weekend."

I look at her. "What?"

"My mom and stepdad. In Oregon. It's Thanksgiving."

"Andria—"

"Please?" She shifts, straddles me again. Looks down with those big eyes. "I already told them about you. They want to meet you."

"I don't do holidays."

"You do now."

I should say no. Should tell her this thing between us doesn't need family involvement. Doesn't need labels or introductions or whatever the hell this is turning into.

But she's looking at me like I'm the only thing that matters.

"Duncan." She leans down. Kisses me slow. "Please."

Her hands slide down my chest. Lower.

"You're playing dirty."

"I learned from the best."

She slips off the couch. Kneels between my legs. Looks up at me through her lashes.

"Say yes," she whispers.

Her mouth closes around me.

I groan. Fist my hand in her hair.

"Andria—"

She hums. Takes me deeper.

I'm not going to last. Not with her looking up at me like that, not with her tongue doing things that should be illegal.

"Fine," I grit out. "I'll go."

She pulls back. Smiles. "Good."

Then she gets back to work.

I close my eyes. Let the heat build. Let her work me with that perfect mouth, her tongue doing things that make my vision blur. She knows exactly what she's doing. Knows how to use those soft lips, that wicked tongue. Knows how to look up at me with those innocent eyes while doing anything but innocent things.

My grip tightens in her hair. She moans around me, the vibration nearly finishing me right there. I try to hold back, try to keep some control, but she's relentless. Takes me deeper. Harder. Like she's determined to unravel every defense I have.

"Fuck, Andria—"

She pulls back just enough to smile. Then takes me to the hilt.

That's it. I'm done. The pleasure hits like a freight train, tearing through me until I come undone completely in her mouth. She takes everything I give her. Swallows it all down like she's been starving for it.

When it's over, she sits back on her heels. Licks her lips slow and deliberate. Like she's savoring the taste. Then she climbs back into my lap, settles against me like nothing happened. Like she didn't just destroy me with that mouth.

Her fingers trace lazy patterns on my chest. Her breathing is still quick, pupils dilated. She's as worked up as I was.

"You're trouble," I tell her.

"You love it."

Maybe I do.

She curls against my chest. Traces the scar on my knuckle. "It's just a weekend. You'll like them."

I doubt that.

But I said yes. And I don't break promises.

Not to her.


Chapter 2

The house sits at the end of a quiet street. Two stories, pale blue siding, white trim. Wreaths on every window. String lights wrapped around the porch railing, glowing soft even in daylight. A wooden reindeer family in the front yard. The kind of place that screams family and tradition and everything I've spent fifteen years avoiding.

Andria parks her car in the driveway. Cuts the engine. Looks over at me with that bright smile.

"Ready?"

"No."

She laughs. "You'll be fine. They're going to love you."

I doubt that too.

We step out. Cold air hits immediately—Oregon winter, sharp and clean. Andria pulls her coat tighter, a cream-colored thing with a fur-lined hood that makes her look like something out of a catalog. Her cheeks flush pink from the chill. Her breath comes out in little clouds. She's beautiful. Always is. But right now, standing in front of her childhood home with snow dusting her hair, she looks younger. Softer.

Makes me want to drag her back to the car. Pin her in the backseat. Make her scream my name until the windows fog.

I consider it. Seriously consider it.

But she's already walking toward the front steps, boots crunching on frost-covered grass.

I follow.

The door swings open before we reach it.

A man steps out—average height, soft build, balding at the crown. Glasses. Polo shirt tucked into khakis. He's smiling wide, arms already open.

"Andria!"

"Ben!" She rushes forward, throws her arms around him. The hug lasts. He lifts her slightly, spins her like she's still ten years old. She laughs, and he sets her down, beaming.

"Look at you. You look wonderful."

"Thanks. You too."

He adjusts his glasses. Looks past her to me. The smile doesn't falter, but there's a flicker—curiosity, maybe caution. He's sizing me up. I don't blame him.

"You must be Duncan."

I step forward. Shake his hand. Firm grip. Warm palm. He's trying.

"Ben. Good to meet you."

"Likewise. Heard a lot about you."

"All good, I hope."

"Mostly." He grins. Andria elbows him.

"Stop."

Then another figure appears in the doorway.

And everything tilts.

She's tall. Not as tall as me, but close—five-nine, maybe five-ten. Dark hair falls just past her shoulders, sleek and glossy like she stepped out of a salon an hour ago. Green eyes, sharp and assessing. High cheekbones. Red lips. She's wearing dark jeans that hug every curve, a cream silk blouse tucked in, sleeves rolled to the elbows. No jewelry except small gold hoops. Doesn't need any.

She's stunning.

Not like Andria. Andria's pretty—girl-next-door, soft edges, bright smiles.

This woman is something else entirely. Elegant. Dangerous. The kind of beautiful that makes men stupid.

Her eyes lock on mine. Widen. Just for a second. Then her expression smooths, but it's too late.

I saw it.

The recognition. The spark.

She feels it too.

"Mom." Andria moves toward her. The hug is quick. Polite. Nothing like the one she gave Ben. Leah's hand pats her daughter's back once, then they pull apart.

"Hi, sweetheart. You made good time."

"Traffic wasn't bad." Andria steps aside. Gestures to me. "This is Duncan."

Leah's gaze shifts. Meets mine again. Holds.

"Duncan." She extends a hand. "Leah. It's nice to meet you."

I take her hand. Her skin is warm. Soft. Her grip is firm. Confident. She doesn't let go immediately. Neither do I.

"Nice to meet you too."

Her thumb brushes my knuckle. Just once. Barely there.

Then she releases me. Steps back. Crosses her arms.

"Andria's told us a lot about you."

"Yeah?" I glance at Andria. She's grinning. Oblivious. "Hope it wasn't all bad."

"She said you're a detective."

"Homicide."

Leah's eyebrow lifts. "That must be... intense."

"It has its moments."

Ben claps his hands together. "Well, come on in! It's freezing out here. Dinner's almost ready."

He ushers us inside. The house smells like roasted turkey and cinnamon. The entryway is warm, decorated with garland and red bows. A Christmas tree stands in the corner of the living room, covered in ornaments and lights. Everything is perfect. Cozy. Safe.

I hate it already.

Andria peels off her coat. Hangs it on a rack by the door. I do the same. Ben's already talking, asking about the drive, offering drinks. Andria answers, animated and cheerful. She belongs here. Fits right back into this world like she never left.

I don't fit. Never will.

But I'm not looking at Andria anymore.

I'm looking at Leah.

She's moved to the kitchen doorway, leaning against the frame. Arms still crossed. Watching me. Not smiling. Not frowning. Just... watching.

Like she's trying to figure me out.

Or maybe she already has.

Ben hands me a beer. "So, detective work. That's gotta be rough."

"It is."

"You see a lot of bad stuff, I imagine."

"Yeah."

"How do you deal with that?"

I shrug. "You get used to it."

"I don't know if I could." He shakes his head. "I'd be a mess."

Andria touches my arm. "He's good at it. Really good."

Leah's still watching. Still silent.

Ben takes a sip of his beer. "How'd you two meet, anyway? Andria mentioned something about—"

"Ben." Leah's voice cuts through. Smooth. Cool. "Maybe let them settle in before the interrogation?"

Ben laughs. "Right. Sorry. I get carried away."

"It's fine," Andria says. She looks at her mother. "We met through work. Duncan helped me with... a legal thing."

Leah's gaze flicks to me. "Legal thing?"

"Restraining order," I say. Blunt. No reason to sugarcoat it. "Her ex was a problem."

Leah's expression shifts. Something flashes in her eyes—anger, maybe. Protection. "I didn't know that."

Andria stiffens. "It's handled. Duncan made sure of it."

Leah looks at me again. Longer this time. Her jaw tightens. Then she nods. "Good."

Silence stretches. Ben clears his throat.

"Well. Let me show you where you'll be staying."

He leads us upstairs. Andria follows. I bring up the rear.

But I glance back.

Leah's still in the doorway. Still watching.

Our eyes meet.

And she doesn't look away.


Chapter 3

The guest room is small. Clean. A queen bed with a patchwork quilt. Window overlooking the backyard. Nightstand with a lamp. Dresser.

Ben sets our bags down. "Bathroom's across the hall. If you need anything, just holler."

"Thanks," Andria says.

He leaves. Closes the door behind him.

Andria flops onto the bed. Grins up at me. "See? Not so bad."

I don't answer. Move to the window. Look out at the darkening yard. Trees line the fence. A bird feeder hangs from a branch, swaying in the wind.

"Duncan."

I glance back.

She's sitting up now. Watching me. "You okay?"

"Fine."

"You seem tense."

I am tense. But not for the reasons she thinks.

"Just tired."

She pats the bed beside her. "Come here."

I cross to her. Sit. She curls into my side. Rests her head on my shoulder.

"I'm glad you're here," she says softly.

I wrap an arm around her. Press a kiss to her hair. "Yeah."

She tilts her face up. Kisses me. Slow. Sweet.

I kiss her back. Try to focus. Try to push everything else out of my head.

But all I can see is Leah's green eyes.

* * *

Morning comes too early.

The house is quiet. Sun streams through the windows. The Christmas tree lights are off, but the ornaments catch the light, casting tiny rainbows on the walls.

I head for the kitchen.

And stop.

Leah's already there.

She's standing at the counter, back to me, pouring coffee into a white mug. She's wearing black leggings and an oversized gray sweater that slips off one shoulder. Her hair is down, loose and messy like she just woke up. No makeup. Still stunning.

She glances over her shoulder. Sees me.

"Morning."

"Morning."

She grabs another mug. Fills it. Slides it across the counter toward me. "Black, right?"

I move closer. Take the mug. "Yeah. Thanks."

"Lucky guess."

She leans against the counter. Sips her coffee. Studies me over the rim.

I drink. Say nothing.

"Ben and Andria went out," she says. "Grocery run. Last-minute stuff for dinner."

"Okay."

Silence. The house ticks and settles around us.

Leah sets her mug down. Crosses her arms. That sweater slips lower. I catch a glimpse of collarbone. Smooth skin. The curve of her shoulder.

"She likes older men, huh?"

I meet her eyes. "Apparently."

"How much older are you?"

"Fifteen years."

She nods. No judgment. Just calculating. "She's always been like that. Drawn to... stability."

"That what you think I am?"

A small smile curves her lips. "I think you're a lot of things."

I don't take the bait. Drink my coffee. Wait.

Leah tilts her head. "You don't seem like the type to do family dinners."

"I'm not."

"Then why are you here?"

"She asked."

"And you always do what she asks?"

"When it matters."

Her smile widens. Just a fraction. "Interesting."

She pushes off the counter. Moves past me. Close. Too close. I catch her scent—something warm and floral, expensive. It wraps around me, sinks into my lungs.

She stops at the sink. Rinses her mug. I watch the way her body moves. The curve of her hips. The dip of her waist. That sweater clings just enough to show everything without showing anything at all.

I think about stepping up behind her. Pressing her against the counter. Sliding that sweater off her shoulder. Hearing her gasp when my hand wraps around her throat.

She'd fight. For about two seconds.

Then she'd melt.

I know the type. She's used to being in control. Used to calling the shots. But she wants someone who won't let her. Someone who'll take what he wants and make her like it.

Someone like me.

Christ.

I look away. Grip my mug tighter.

Leah turns. Leans back against the sink. Arms crossed again. That shoulder still bare.

"She talks about you a lot," she says. "But never about the incident. Thank you for protecting her."

"I did my job."

"Is that all it was?"

"At first."

"And now?"

I meet her gaze. Hold it. "Now it's different."

"Different how?"

I don't answer.

She laughs. Soft. Low. "You're not much of a talker, are you?"

"Not really."

"That's good." She pushes off the sink. Walks toward me again. Stops just out of reach. "I don't like men who talk too much."

The air between us thickens. Heats.

I could reach out. Pull her to me. See what she does.

Leah tilts her head. Studies me like I'm a puzzle she's trying to solve. "You know what I think?"

"What?"

"I think you're dangerous."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." She steps closer. Just one step. But it's enough. I can feel the heat radiating off her skin. See the pulse beating at the base of her throat. "I think you're the kind of man who takes what he wants and doesn't apologize for it."

"You're not wrong."

Her lips curve. "I didn't think so."

She's testing me. Pushing. Seeing how far I'll go.

I could tell her to back off. Could walk away. Could do the right thing.

Instead, I lean in. Just a fraction. Just enough for her to feel it.

"You playing a game?" I ask. Low. Quiet.

Her breath hitches. Just barely. "Maybe."

"Don't."

"Why not?"

"Because you won't win."

Her eyes darken. Pupils dilate. Her tongue darts out, wets her bottom lip.

And I want to bite it.

Want to taste her. Feel her nails dig into my shoulders. Hear her moan my name while I—

Footsteps on the porch.

The front door opens.

Leah steps back. Smooth. Easy. Like nothing happened.

Ben's voice echoes from the entryway. "We're back!"

Andria's laugh follows. Light. Happy.

Leah picks up her mug. Walks past me. Pauses.

"Welcome to the family, Duncan," she murmurs.

Then she's gone.

I stand there. Heart pounding. Blood roaring in my ears.

This is a mistake.

All of it.

But I'm not leaving.

Not yet.


Chapter 4

"Smells amazing in here," Ben says, settling into his chair. "Turkey came out perfect, don't you think?"

"Smells like pie too," Andria adds, looking around the table.

"Apple cinnamon," Leah confirms. "Your favorite."

Ben grins, adjusting his napkin. "Had to watch three cooking shows to get the carving right. Think I nailed it though."

"You did great, honey," Leah says.

I take my seat. Look around the table. The four of us.

"Just like a real family dinner," Ben beams.

Except nothing about this is normal.

Leah sits across from me. Low-cut burgundy top. Black slacks that hug her hips. Hair swept to one side, exposing her neck. She knows exactly what she's doing. Every shift in her seat is deliberate. Every glance calculated.

She crosses her legs. The fabric pulls tight across her thighs.

I look away.

Andria sits beside me. Hand on my knee under the table. Warm. Possessive. She leans into me every few minutes. Laughs at Ben's stories. Plays the part of the happy daughter bringing her boyfriend home.

I'm trying to focus on her. On the meal. On anything except the woman across from me.

"So, Duncan," Ben says, fork halfway to his mouth. "Andria mentioned you're from Seattle originally?"

"Grew up there."

"Must be quite different from Portland."

"Not really."

Leah smiles. Takes a sip of wine. "Duncan's not much of a talker, Ben. Don't take it personally."

"I noticed," Ben laughs. Good-natured. Oblivious. "Strong, silent type. I get it."

Andria squeezes my knee. "He talks when it matters."

"Good quality in a detective, I imagine," Leah says. Her eyes lock on mine. "Knowing when to speak. When to hold back."

I hold her gaze. "Yeah."

She doesn't look away. Neither do I.

Ben clears his throat. "So, Leah, tell Duncan about how we met. It's a good story."

Leah leans back. Swirls her wine. "Is it?"

"Come on, honey. Duncan should know the family history."

She sighs. Sets down her glass. "Fine. I was twenty-six. Single mom. Working two jobs. Met Ben at a design consultation for the store he managed. He asked me out three times before I said yes."

"Best persistence of my life," Ben grins.

Leah's smile doesn't reach her eyes. "He was... different. Kind. Everything I needed."

Needed. Not wanted.

The word hangs in the air.

Ben doesn't catch it. Andria doesn't either.

But I do.

"Andria was ten," Leah continues. "I'd been raising her alone since I was sixteen. Her father was... not in the picture."

"Deadbeat," Andria mutters.

"Language," Leah says automatically. Then softer, "But yes. He left before she was born."

Ben reaches over. Pats Leah's hand. "Ancient history now. We've built something good here."

Leah nods. Pulls her hand back. Picks up her fork.

I watch the exchange. See the distance in her eyes. The resignation.

She married him because he was safe. Because he'd be good to Andria. Because he was the opposite of whatever dangerous man knocked her up at sixteen.

Ben loves her. She tolerates him.

And he has no idea.

Something twists in my chest. I'm not sure if it's sympathy or something darker.

"Duncan's been really good to me too," Andria says. She leans closer. Kisses my cheek. "Best thing that's happened to me in a long time."

Leah's jaw tightens. Just barely.

"That's wonderful, sweetheart," Ben says. "You deserve someone who treats you right."

"He does," Andria murmurs. Her hand slides higher on my thigh. "He treats me really right."

I shift. Move her hand back to my knee.

Leah's lips curve. "I'm sure he does."

The edge in her voice is sharp enough to cut.

Andria frowns. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing." Leah takes another sip of wine. "Just that Duncan seems very... capable. I'm sure he knows exactly what he's doing."

"He does," Andria says. Defensive now.

Ben laughs. Uncomfortable. "Ladies, let's keep it civil."

Leah smiles. Sweet. Poisonous. "Of course. I'm just happy Andria found someone who can handle her. She's always been drawn to men with a bit of an edge."

"Mom—"

"It's a compliment, honey." Leah's eyes flick to me. "Duncan's clearly strong enough to keep up with you."

Andria's hand tightens on my knee. "He is."

I don't speak. Just watch Leah. The way she holds herself. The challenge in her gaze.

She wants me to react. To give something away.

I don't.

Ben clears his throat again. "Anyone want seconds?"

"I'm good," I say.

"Me too," Andria mutters.

Leah stands. Smooth. Graceful. "I'll clear the plates."

She moves around the table. Leans across me to grab my plate. Her breast brushes my shoulder. Just barely. Just enough.

Her scent fills my lungs. Warm. Floral. Intoxicating.

I don't move.

She straightens. Smiles down at me. "You barely touched your food, Duncan. Not hungry?"

"Lost my appetite."

Her smile widens. "Shame."

She walks away. Hips swaying. Deliberate.

Andria's watching me now. Eyes narrow. "You okay?"

"Fine."

"You've been tense all night."

"Long day."

She studies me. Suspicious. "My mom's not bothering you, is she?"

"No."

"She can be... a lot sometimes."

"I noticed."

Andria leans in. Whispers, "Don't let her get to you. She's just protective."

Protective. Right.

Ben stands. "I'll help your mother with dessert. You two relax."

He heads to the kitchen. Whistling.

Andria waits until he's gone. Then she stands. Grabs my hand. "Come with me."

"Where?"

"Just come."

She pulls me up. Leads me down the hall. Past the kitchen. Past Leah and Ben's voices. Into the bathroom.

She locks the door behind us.

"Andria—"

She pushes me against the sink. Kisses me. Hard. Desperate.

I grab her hips. Pull back. "What are you doing?"

"Making you relax." Her hands slide down my chest. To my belt. "You've been wound up all night."

"Your parents are right there."

"So?" She unbuckles my belt. Pops the button on my jeans. "They won't hear us if we're quiet."

"Andria—"

She drops to her knees.

Christ.

Her hands tug my jeans down. Boxers follow. She looks up at me. Blue eyes wide. Hungry.

"Let me take care of you," she whispers.

Then her mouth is on me.

Hot. Wet. Perfect.

My head falls back. Hits the mirror. I grip the edge of the sink. Knuckles white.

She knows what she's doing. Tongue swirling. Lips tight. Taking me deeper with every stroke.

I try to stay quiet. Can't. A low groan escapes.

She hums around me. The vibration shoots straight up my spine.

Fuck.

Her hand wraps around the base. Pumps in rhythm with her mouth. She hollows her cheeks. Sucks harder.

I'm not going to last.

Not with her on her knees. Not with her parents ten feet away. Not with the image of Leah's smile burned into my brain.

Andria moans. Soft. Eager. Like she's getting off on this.

Maybe she is.

My hand tangles in her hair. Grips tight. She doesn't pull away. Just takes me deeper. Faster.

"Andria—"

She looks up. Eyes locked on mine. And she swallows.

The tension snaps.

I come hard. Vision blurring. Muscles locking. She doesn't stop. Doesn't pull back. Just takes everything I give her. Swallows it all.

When I finally catch my breath, she pulls off. Wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. Smiles up at me.

"Better?" she asks.

I pull her to her feet. Kiss her. Taste myself on her tongue.

"Yeah," I rasp. "Better."

She grins. Fixes her hair. "Good. Now let's go have dessert."

She unlocks the door. Slips out.

I stand there. Jeans still undone. Heart still pounding.

This family's going to kill me.


Chapter 5

The kitchen smells like coffee and cinnamon. Morning light streams through the windows. Leah's at the counter, pouring from a French press. She's wearing black jeans and a cream sweater that hugs every curve.

I'm at the table. Andria's beside me, her hand on my thigh.

"Sleep well?" Leah asks. Not looking at me.

"Fine," I say.

"The guest bed's comfortable, isn't it?"

"Very."

Andria yawns. Stretches. "I slept great. Duncan kept me warm."

Leah's jaw tightens. Just barely. "How sweet."

She brings mugs to the table. Sets one in front of me. Our fingers don't touch. She makes sure of it.

"Thank you," I say.

"Of course."

She sits across from us. Sips her coffee. Eyes on mine. Green fire.

Ben's already left for work. Early shift. The house is quiet.

Too quiet.

"So," Leah says. "I need to run some errands today. Christmas shopping. There's a nice place downtown that has unique gifts."

Andria perks up. "Oh, I'll come with you."

"Actually," Leah says smoothly, "I was hoping Duncan might join me instead."

The words land like a grenade.

Andria blinks. "What? Why?"

"Because I need to pick up your gift, sweetheart. Can't have you there for that."

"I can just wait outside the store—"

"Andria." Leah's voice is firm. Maternal. "I'd like to get to know Duncan better. Just the two of us. Adult conversation. You understand."

Andria looks at me. Uncertain. "Do you want to go?"

No.

"Sure," I say.

"See?" Leah smiles. "Duncan doesn't mind. We'll be back before lunch."

Andria's fingers dig into my thigh. "Okay. I guess I'll stay here then."

"Perfect." Leah stands. "Duncan, we'll leave in ten minutes."

She walks out. Hips swaying. Deliberate.

Andria turns to me. "Are you sure about this?"

"It's fine."

"She's going to grill you. About us. About everything."

"I can handle it."

"I know you can. I just..." She trails off. Frowns. "Never mind. Just don't let her intimidate you."

"She won't."

Liar.

* * *

The SUV smells like leather and her perfume. Leah drives. I'm in the passenger seat. Silence stretches between us like a knife edge.

She doesn't turn on the radio. Just drives. Hands steady on the wheel. Eyes forward.

I watch the town slide past. Small. Quaint. Christmas lights everywhere.

"You don't have to do this," I say finally.

"Do what?"

"Pretend to shop. We both know what this is."

She glances at me. "And what is it, Duncan?"

"A test."

"Maybe." Her lips curve. "Are you passing?"

"Haven't decided yet."

She laughs. Low. Dangerous. "Neither have I."

We pull into a parking lot. The supermarket's busy. Families. Couples. Holiday chaos.

Leah parks. Cuts the engine. Looks at me.

"Let's make one thing clear," she says. "I don't trust you. I don't like that Andria brought you here. And I definitely don't like the way you look at me."

"How do I look at you?"

"Like you're thinking things you shouldn't."

"Maybe I am."

Her eyes narrow. "You're with my daughter."

"I know."

"Then act like it."

She gets out. Slams the door.

I follow.

* * *

Inside, the store's packed. Fluorescent lights. Tinny Christmas music. Rows of cheap decorations and holiday displays.

Leah grabs a cart. Moves through the aisles like she's on a mission. I trail behind. Not speaking.

She picks up candles. Ornaments. A scarf. Doesn't look at me.

"You're quiet," she says.

"Nothing to say."

"That's a first."

"You don't know me well enough to say that."

"True." She sets a box of chocolates in the cart. "But I know men like you."

"Do you?"

"Yes." She turns. Faces me. "You take what you want. You don't apologize. You don't explain. And you definitely don't stick around when things get complicated."

"You're wrong."

"Am I?"

"I'm here, aren't I?"

Her expression shifts. Something flickers behind her eyes. Surprise. Maybe respect. She studies me. Long. Hard. Then she turns and walks deeper into the store.

I follow her into a quieter section. Storage area. Clearance items stacked high. Fewer people back here.

She stops. Grips the cart. "You're going to hurt her, Duncan."

"No."

"Yes. You will. Maybe not now. But eventually. Because men like you—"

The floor lurches.

A deep, rolling rumble.

Leah stumbles. I grab her arm. Pull her close.

The lights flicker. The shelves groan.

Then everything explodes.

Metal screams. Boxes tumble. Glass shatters. The ceiling tiles crack and rain down in chunks.

I throw myself over Leah. Shield her. My back slams into a fallen shelf. Pain spikes through my ribs.

She's beneath me. Gasping. Trembling.

The shaking goes on forever. Seconds. Minutes. I don't know.

Then it stops.

Silence. Except for alarms. Distant screaming.

I lift my head. Look around. We're in a corner. Shelves collapsed around us. Boxes everywhere. Dust in the air.

A storage room door behind us is half-open. Must've swung loose in the quake.

"You okay?" I rasp.

Leah nods. Breathless. "I think so."

I push up. Slowly. My ribs protest. Nothing broken. Just bruised.

I help her to her feet. She's shaking. Dust in her hair. Sweater torn at the shoulder.

"Come on." I pull her toward the storage room. "Get away from the shelves."

Inside, it's dark. Small. Lined with metal racks. A desk in the corner. No windows.

I close the door. Muffles the chaos outside.

Leah leans against the wall. Breathing hard. "What the hell was that?"

"Earthquake."

"I figured that much."

I move to the door. Try to open it. Stuck. Something heavy against it on the other side.

I push. It doesn't budge.

"We're blocked in," I say.

"What?"

"Shelves probably fell against the door. We're stuck."

Her eyes widen. "For how long?"

"Don't know."

She runs a hand through her hair. Paces. "This can't be happening."

I lean against the door. Listen. Voices outside. Muffled. Frantic.

Then someone shouts. "Is anyone in there?"

"Yeah," I call back. "Two of us. We're okay."

"Hang tight. We'll get you out. Might take an hour. Maybe more. Fire department's on the way."

An hour.

Alone with Leah.

In the dark.

Fuck.

* * *

She's across the room. Arms wrapped around herself. Staring at the floor.

"You hurt?" I ask.

"No."

"You sure?"

"Yes." She looks up. Eyes bright in the dim light. "You?"

"I'm fine."

Silence again. Heavy. Electric.

She laughs. Sharp. Bitter. "Of all the people to be trapped with."

"Yeah."

"Today could've been our last day," she says. Voice quieter now. "If that ceiling had come down."

"It didn't."

"But it could have." She steps closer. "We could've died. Right here. And the last thing I would've thought about was how much I hate that you're with my daughter."

"You don't hate it."

"Yes, I do."

"Liar."

Her jaw tightens. "Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Don't call me a liar." She's right in front of me now. Close enough to touch. "You don't know what I think."

"I know you've been looking at me the same way I've been looking at you."

"That's different."

"How?"

"Because I'm trying not to."

"So am I."

Her breath hitches. "Duncan—"

"Tell me to stop." I step closer. "Tell me to back off. And I will."

She doesn't speak. Just stares at me. Chest rising. Falling. Fast.

Then she grabs my shirt. Fists clenched in the fabric.

"I can't," she whispers.

I cup her face. Thumbs brushing her cheekbones. "Then don't."

She kisses me.

Hard. Desperate. Like the world's still ending.

I kiss her back. No hesitation. No holding back.

She tastes like coffee and danger. Like every bad decision I've ever made.

Her hands are in my hair. My back slams into the wall. She's pressed against me. All heat and hunger.

I spin her. Pin her against the door. She gasps into my mouth.

"Duncan—"

"Shut up."

I kiss down her neck. She arches. Moans. Low. Broken.

My hands find her hips. Grip tight. She grinds against me.

"We shouldn't," she breathes.

"I know."

"This is wrong."

"I know."

"Then why—"

I kiss her again. Harder. Deeper. She melts into it. Surrenders.

I drop to my knees.

Her eyes go wide. "What are you—"

I unbuckle her jeans. Tug them down. She's not stopping me. Not even trying.

I look up at her. "Last chance."

She grabs the back of my head. "Don't you dare stop."

I don't.

I pull her underwear aside. Taste her. She cries out. Hand flying to her mouth.

She's sweet. Intoxicating. Everything I shouldn't want.

I work her with my tongue. Slow. Thorough. She's trembling. Gasping. Trying to stay quiet.

Her hips rock against my face. Desperate. Needy.

"Duncan—oh god—"

I slip two fingers inside. Curl them. Find the spot that makes her shake.

She breaks. Fast. Hard. Her thighs clamp around my head. She comes with a strangled moan. Body going rigid.

I don't let up. Keep going until she's boneless. Panting.

Then I stand. Lift her. She wraps her legs around my waist.

"Condom?" I whisper.

"No, I want you inside me."

I set her on the desk.

She pulls me back. Kisses me. Tastes herself on my tongue.

I line up. Push inside. She's tight. Wet. Perfect.

We both groan.

I start moving. Hard. Rough. No gentleness. No tenderness.

This isn't love. It's need. Pure. Primal.

She claws at my back. Bites my shoulder. I pound into her. The desk creaks. Papers scatter.

"Yes—fuck—yes—"

I grip her hips. Bruising. Drive deeper. Faster.

She's close again. I feel it. The way she tightens. The way her breath catches.

"Come for me," I growl.

She does. Screaming into my neck. Whole body convulsing.

I follow. Can't help it. Bury myself deep and let go. Vision blurring. Muscles locking.

We stay like that. Breathing hard. Tangled together.

Reality crashes back.

What the fuck did I just do?


Chapter 6

We pull up to the house in Leah's car. Dust coats everything—our clothes, our hair, our skin. The evidence of what we survived. What we did.

Ben's already on the porch. Door wide open. Andria behind him.

"Jesus Christ," Ben breathes. "We heard about the quake. Are you two okay?"

Leah kills the engine. Doesn't look at me. Hasn't looked at me since we climbed out of that storage room twenty minutes ago.

"We're fine," she says. Voice steady. Practiced. "Just shaken up."

I step out. Andria rushes forward. Throws her arms around my neck.

"Duncan—oh my god—I was so worried—"

I hold her. She's warm. Familiar. Safe.

Everything Leah isn't.

"I'm okay," I tell her. "We're both okay."

Ben approaches Leah. Touches her shoulder. "You sure you're alright?"

"I'm fine, Ben." She pulls away. "Just need a shower."

She walks past him. Past Andria. Doesn't spare me a glance.

The front door closes behind her.

Ben exhales. "Earthquake hit right downtown. Store shelves collapsed. We saw it on the news." He looks at me. "They said two people were trapped in the back. That was you?"

"Yeah."

"How long were you in there?"

"Hour. Maybe less."

Andria's hands are on my face now. Checking for injuries. "You're not hurt?"

"No."

"You're covered in dust."

"Ceiling tiles came down. Nothing serious."

She presses her forehead to mine. "You saved her. Thank you."

The words gut me.

I can still taste Leah on my tongue.

"Come on," Andria says. "Let's get you cleaned up."

The shower's hot. Steam fills the bathroom. Andria stands beside me, washing dust from my hair. Her fingers gentle. Careful.

"That must've been terrifying," she murmurs.

"It was fast."

"Were you scared?"

"No."

She smiles. "Of course not. You're always so calm."

I say nothing. Let the water run over me. Wash away the evidence.

But I can still smell Leah's perfume. Still feel her nails digging into my back.

Andria's hands slide down my chest. "I'm glad you were there. I'm glad she wasn't alone."

The guilt twists deeper.

"Duncan?"

I look at her.

"Are you okay? You seem... off."

"Just tired."

She kisses my shoulder. "Come to bed. You need rest."

I wake up when Andria climbs on top of me. Slow. Deliberate. Like she's trying to reclaim something.

She lowers herself onto me. Takes me deep. Her hands brace against my chest. She moves like she's got something to prove. Like she knows.

But she doesn't.

She can't.

I grip her hips. Let her ride me. Watch her face as she chases her release. Blonde hair falling around her shoulders. Blue eyes locked on mine.

She's beautiful.

But when I close my eyes, I see green. Dark hair. Red nails.

Andria comes with a soft cry. Collapses onto my chest. I follow a moment later. Spill inside her. Hold her close.

She kisses my neck. "I love you."

The words hit like a punch.

"You don't have to say it back," she whispers. "I just wanted you to know."

I stroke her hair. Say nothing.

She falls asleep curled against me. Breathing slow and even.

I stare at the ceiling.

The room's dark. Silent except for Andria's breathing. The house settled around us. Ben's snoring filters through the wall. Somewhere down the hall, Leah's awake too. I know she is.

I replay it. Every second. The way Leah kissed me. The way she tasted. The sounds she made. The way she fell apart on my tongue. The way she clenched around me. Desperate. Hungry. Like she'd been starving for it.

For me.

I should feel sick. Should be drowning in guilt. Should hate myself.

But I don't.

I replay the way her body moved. The heat of her skin. The bite of her nails. The way she said my name.

Andria shifts beside me. Mumbles something in her sleep. I tighten my arm around her. Pull her closer.

This is the girl who loves me. Who trusts me. Who brought me into her home. Her family.

And I fucked her mother.

On a desk.

In a storage room.

While the world shook around us.

I should be sorry.

I'm not.

I want to do it again.

The realization settles over me like a weight. Cold. Final.

I'm not the man Andria thinks I am. I'm not the good guy. Never was. I've spent years chasing killers, studying darkness, living in the worst parts of human nature. Maybe it's seeped into me. Maybe I've always been like this.

Maybe Leah saw it the moment we met.

Andria stirs. Her hand slides across my chest. "Can't sleep?"

"No."

"Still thinking about today?"

"Yeah."

She kisses my jaw. "It's over now. You're safe."

Safe.

The word's a joke.

"Go back to sleep," I tell her.

She does. Easy as breathing.

I lie there in the dark. Andria warm against my side. And I think about the woman down the hall. The one I can't have. The one I already took.

I think about tomorrow. And the day after. Three more days trapped in this house. Three more days of stolen glances and loaded silences.

Three more days of wanting something I shouldn't.

I should leave. Pack my shit and go. Make up an excuse. Work emergency. Something. Anything.

But I won't.

Because I'm not sorry.

And I'm not done.


Chapter 7

I wait until Andria's breathing deepens. Until the house falls silent. Until the only sound is Ben's snoring two doors down.

Then I move.

Slide out from under Andria's arm. Feet on carpet. No creak. No sound. Years of practice. Crime scenes taught me how to walk through a room without disturbing it.

I pull on my jeans. Leave them unbuttoned. Don't need a shirt for this.

The hallway's dark. Guest room door clicks shut behind me. I count steps. Five to their door.

The knob turns easy. Unlocked.

Inside, the room smells like her. That perfume. Something expensive. Something that's been driving me insane for two days.

Ben's a dark shape on the left side of the bed. Face-down. Snoring into his pillow. Dead to the world.

Leah's on the right. Sitting up.

Waiting.

She doesn't speak. Just watches me cross the room. Her eyes catch what little moonlight filters through the curtains. Green fire in the dark.

I reach the bed. She slides the covers back. Wearing a thin nightgown. Black. Barely there.

I strip it off her. Slow. Quiet. She lifts her arms. Lets me pull it over her head. Naked underneath.

She's perfect. All curves and smooth skin and heat.

I kiss her. Deep. Tasting the danger. The wrongness of it. She kisses back just as hard. Bites my bottom lip. Not gentle.

Ben snores louder.

I pull back. Press a finger to her lips. She nods. Gets it.

This has to be silent.

I push her back onto the mattress. She spreads her legs. I settle between them. The bed dips slightly. Ben doesn't stir.

I'm already hard. Have been since I left the guest room. Since I decided to come here. To do this.

Her hand wraps around me. Guides me to her entrance. She's wet. Ready. Like she's been lying here thinking about this. About me.

I push inside. Slow. Inch by inch. Watching her face in the darkness. Her mouth opens. No sound comes out. Just a sharp intake of breath.

I bottom out. Buried deep. She's tight. Hot. Perfect.

I start to move.

Slow, controlled thrusts. The kind that won't shake the bed. Won't wake the man sleeping three feet away. Every muscle in my body locked down tight. Focused. Precise.

This isn't like the storage room. That was fast. Desperate. Adrenaline and need.

This is deliberate.

This is me making a choice.

Leah's hands grip my shoulders. Nails digging in. Her hips roll up to meet mine. Match my rhythm. She's good at this. Knows how to move without making noise. How to take what she needs without giving us away.

I drop my head. Kiss her neck. Taste her pulse. It's racing.

Her breathing gets faster. Shorter. I know that sound. She's close.

I angle deeper. Hit that spot inside her. She gasps. Too loud. I cover her mouth with my hand. Keep moving. Steady. Relentless.

She comes hard. Body going rigid beneath me. Eyes squeezed shut. I feel her clench around me. Feel her shake. She bites down on my shoulder. Hard enough to break skin. Muffling her scream into my flesh.

The pain spikes through me. Sharp. Perfect.

I keep thrusting. Slow. Deep. Drawing it out. Making her feel every second of it. Her teeth release my shoulder. She's panting against my skin. Trembling.

I'm close now. The tightness building at the base of my spine. I pull out. Finish on her stomach. Hot stripes across her skin. Silent. Controlled.

Ben snores on.

I stand. Grab tissues from the nightstand. Clean her up. She watches me the whole time. Eyes dark. Satisfied.

I pull on my jeans. Don't button them. She slips the nightgown back on. Lies down. Settles into her pillow.

I turn to leave.

"Duncan."

I freeze. Look back.

She's smiling. Small. Knowing.

"Tomorrow night," she whispers.

Not a question.

I nod.

Then I'm out the door. Back into the hallway. Pulling it shut behind me.

The house is still dark. Still quiet. I made it.

I take two steps toward the guest room.

The hallway light flicks on.

I freeze.

Andria stands at the end of the hall. By the bathroom. Wearing one of my T-shirts. Staring at me.

At me. Shirtless. Jeans undone. Fresh bite mark bleeding on my shoulder.

At Leah's door. The one I just walked out of.

Her face goes white.

"Duncan?"

Her mother's door opens behind me. Leah steps out. Hair mussed. Nightgown wrinkled. She sees Andria. Stops.

Nobody moves.

Nobody breathes.

Andria looks at me. At her mother. Back to me.

I watch it happen. The realization. The pieces clicking into place. The exact moment her world shatters.

"No."

One word. Broken. Small.

"Andria—" Leah starts.

"Shut up."

Andria's voice cracks. Tears spill over. She's shaking. "How could you?"

She's looking at me. Not her mother. Me.

I say nothing. What is there to say? Sorry? I'm not. It would be a lie.

"How long?" Her voice is getting louder. "Since yesterday? Since we got here?"

I stay silent.

"Say something!" She's screaming now. "Say something, you bastard!"

A door opens down the hall. Ben appears. Confused. Half-asleep.

"What's going on? Andria? Baby, what's wrong?"

Andria ignores him. Keeps her eyes locked on mine. "I loved you. I told you I loved you."

"I know."

"And you—" She chokes. Sobs. "You fucked my mother?"

Ben goes still. "What?"

Leah moves. Steps toward Andria. "Honey, let me explain—"

"Don't touch me!" Andria recoils. Backs against the wall. "Don't you dare touch me."

"It just happened," Leah tries. "We didn't mean—"

"You didn't mean it?" Andria laughs. Hysterical. Raw. "You didn't mean to fuck my boyfriend while I was sleeping in the next room?"

"Andria, please—"

"Get away from me!" She's sobbing now. Full-body shaking. "Both of you. Get away."

Ben stands frozen. Looking between his wife and me. Trying to process. "Leah? Is this... is this true?"

Leah closes her eyes. "Ben—"

"Is it true?"

"Yes."

The word hangs there. Heavy. Final.

Ben staggers back. Like he's been hit. "You... with him? With her boyfriend?"

Leah doesn't answer. Just stands there. Defeated.

Andria slides down the wall. Pulls her knees to her chest. Crying so hard she can't breathe.

I should go to her. Should try to fix this. Should do something.

I don't move.

Ben looks at me. Really looks. At my bare chest. My undone jeans. The bite mark on my shoulder.

"You son of a bitch."

He lunges.

I don't stop him. Let him shove me against the wall. He's not a fighter. Doesn't know how to throw a punch. Just pushes me. Again. Again.

"My wife," he chokes out. "My wife."

Leah pulls him back. "Ben, stop—"

"Don't!" He shoves her off. Gentle, even now. Even in his rage. "Don't touch me."

He looks at Andria. At his stepdaughter. Broken on the floor.

"You're leaving. Now."

I nod.

Andria lifts her head. Mascara streaking down her face. Eyes red and swollen.

"I hate you," she whispers. "I hate you so much."

I meet her gaze. Hold it.

"I know."

She crumbles. Fresh sobs tearing out of her.

Ben helps her up. Leads her back to the guest room. Away from me. Away from her mother.

The door slams.

Leah and I stand in the hallway. Alone.

She's crying too. Silent tears. Nothing like her daughter's breakdown. Just... grief.

"You should go," she says quietly.

"Yeah."

"This is my fault."

"No."

She looks up. "Then whose?"

"Mine."

I turn. Walk back to the guest room. Grab my bag. My jacket. My boots.

Five minutes later, I'm standing on the front porch. Cold Oregon air biting my skin.

The door opens behind me.

Leah.

She doesn't speak. Just stands there. Wrapped in a robe now. Looking at me like she's memorizing my face.

"Will you be okay?" I ask.

"No."


Chapter 8

I walk down the steps. Boots on gravel. Cold air sharp in my lungs.

The guest room light flicks on upstairs. Yellow glow spilling through the curtains.

Andria.

I stop. Look up at that window. She's in there. Sobbing into Ben's shoulder probably. Shattered. Destroyed.

Because of me.

I wait for the guilt to hit. The regret. The shame.

It doesn't come.

I took them both. Mother and daughter. Claimed them in ways they won't forget. That's the game. The one I've always played. Take what I want. Leave before it gets complicated.

Except it got complicated anyway.

I should feel worse about it.

I don't.

Gravel crunches behind me.

I turn.

Leah. Still in the robe. Bare feet on the driveway. Hair wild. Face streaked with tears.

She shouldn't have followed me out here.

She stops three feet away. Arms wrapped around herself. Shivering.

"You should go back inside," I say.

"I know."

She doesn't move.

"Leah—"

"I ruined everything." Her voice breaks. "My marriage. My daughter. Everything."

"Yeah."

"And I'd do it again."

The words hang there. Cold and honest.

I step closer. "What?"

"You heard me." She looks up. Eyes fierce despite the tears. "I'd do it again. Every second of it. I don't care if that makes me a monster."

"You're not—"

"I am." She laughs. Bitter. "I chose this. Over her. Over him. Over everything safe and good in my life. And I'd choose it again."

I grab her arm. "Stop."

"Why?" She's shaking now. "It's the truth. You know it is."

I do. I can see it in her eyes. The hunger that matches mine. The recklessness. The refusal to apologize for wanting something this badly.

She steps closer. Into my space. Hand on my chest.

"One more time," she whispers. "Before you leave."

I should say no. Should get in my car and drive away. Leave this wreckage behind.

I don't.

I pull her toward the car. Passenger side. Yank the back door open and push her inside. She goes willingly. Crawls across the seat. I follow. Slam the door shut behind us.

Dark. Cramped. The windows already fogging from our breath.

I don't kiss her. Don't waste time with tenderness. Just flip her over. Face down. Yank the robe up over her hips.

She's not wearing anything underneath.

"Duncan—"

I grab her hair. Pull her head back. "Quiet."

She gasps. Arches into me. I undo my jeans. Line myself up. Drive in hard.

She bites down on her fist to muffle the sound.

No slow build this time. No teasing. Just rough, claiming thrusts. My hand in her hair. Her back bowing. The car rocking with each movement.

I lean over her. Teeth on her shoulder. Marking her again. She whimpers. Pushes back against me. Taking everything I give her.

"Tell me," I growl in her ear.

"Yours." She's gasping now. Desperate. "I'm yours."

I slam into her harder. Faster. Chasing that edge. That moment where everything narrows down to heat and pressure and her body taking mine.

She breaks first. Convulses around me. Silent scream into her hand. I follow seconds later. Bury myself deep and let go.

Silence.

Just our ragged breathing. The fog on the windows. The distant sound of wind through trees.

I pull out. Fix my jeans. She stays there. Face down on the seat. Robe still bunched around her waist.

Finally, she moves. Sits up. Pulls the robe closed. Won't look at me.

"I need to go back," she says quietly. "Try to fix things with Ben. With Andria."

"Good luck with that."

She laughs. Hollow. "Yeah."

She reaches for the door handle. Stops.

"Duncan?"

"What."

"Thank you."

I don't ask what for. Don't need to. I know what she means.

She opens the door. Steps out into the cold. Doesn't look back. Just walks across the driveway. Up the steps. Through the front door.

Gone.

I sit there in the dark. In my car. Surrounded by the smell of sex and her perfume.

The guest room light is still on upstairs.

Andria.

I could go back in. Try to explain. Try to make her understand.

But there's nothing to explain. Nothing that would make this better.

I did what I wanted. Took what I craved. And now I'm leaving.

That's who I am.


Chapter 9

I turn the key. Engine rumbles to life.

Time to go.

The driveway stretches ahead. Dark. Empty. Behind me, the house sits quiet. Ruined. I did that. Walked in, took what I wanted, left carnage in my wake.

Standard operating procedure.

I shift into reverse—

Footsteps. Fast. Coming from the side of the house.

I kill the engine.

She rounds the corner. Boots crunching gravel. Hair wild. Face flushed. Still wearing the sweater I bought her last month. The one that clings in all the right places.

Andria.

She stops at my door. Breathing hard. Eyes blazing.

I roll down the window.

"You didn't even try to explain." Her voice shakes. Not with tears. With fury.

I meet her stare. "Nothing to explain."

"Bullshit." She slaps the car door. Hard. "You fucked my mother. In her bed. While I was sleeping down the hall."

"Yeah."

"That's all you have to say?"

"What do you want me to say?"

She laughs. Sharp and bitter. "I don't know. Maybe that you're sorry? That it was a mistake? That you—" Her voice cracks. Just once. She steadies herself. "Something."

I push the door open. Step out. She doesn't back away. Doesn't flinch when I close the distance between us.

"I'm not sorry," I say.

Her breath hitches. "I know."

We stand there. Too close. Her chest rising and falling. My hands still at my sides. Every instinct screaming to grab her. Pull her against me. Make her forget everything except how good it feels when I'm inside her.

But I wait.

She shoves my chest. I don't move.

"I should hate you," she whispers.

"You should."

"I should get in that house and never speak to you again."

"Probably."

"But I can't." Her eyes glisten. Not with tears. With something darker. Something hungry. "God help me, Duncan, I can't."

I cup her jaw. Rough. Possessive. "Why?"

She closes her eyes. Leans into my touch. "Because you own me."

The words punch through me. Straight to the base of my spine.

"Say it again."

Her eyes open. Blue fire. "You. Own. Me."

I take her mouth. Hard. No asking. No gentleness. Just claiming. She gasps against my lips and then she's kissing me back. Fierce. Desperate. Her hands fisting in my shirt. My fingers threading through her hair.

I pull back. Just enough to speak. "You saw me come out of her room."

"Yeah."

"You know what I did."

"Yeah."

"And you're still here."

"I am."

I look to the car, "I fucked her five minute ago in this car,"

"I reckon you did,"

"She screamed my name as I pushed her down."

"I would have screamed as well."

"All of that and you are still here?"

She nods. Slow. Deliberate. "I'm still here."

"Why?"

She swallows. Looks away. Then back. "You remember what you said? The first night we were together?"

I wait.

"You said you don't share. You said when you take something, it's yours." Her voice drops. "But you never said I couldn't do the same."

Understanding hits. Cold and sharp.

"You're not walking away," I say.

"No."

"You're claiming me back."

"I'm keeping what's mine." She steps closer. Until there's no space left between us. "Even if I have to share you with her."

Christ.

Most women would've screamed. Cried. Thrown me out and never looked back. But Andria Bennet isn't most women. Never has been. That's why I got hooked in the first place.

She's fire wrapped in sweetness. Danger hiding behind big blue eyes.

She tilts her head. Studies me. "You're not done with her, are you?"

"No."

"Good." The word comes out rough. Honest. "Because I'm not done with you."

I grab her hips. Spin her around. Press her against the hood of my car. Still warm from the engine. She gasps. Arches back against me.

"You understand what you're saying?" I growl in her ear.

"Yes."

"You're giving me permission."

"I'm taking you anyway." She reaches back. Grabs my thigh. "You taught me that, remember? Take what you want. Don't apologize."

I bite her neck. Hard enough to mark. She whimpers. Grinds back against me.

"Duncan—"

"Quiet."

I yank her panties down. Just far enough. She's already wet. Already ready. I undo my belt. Free myself. No foreplay. No teasing. Just one hard thrust that seats me deep inside her.

She cries out. Hand slapping the hood. I cover her mouth with my palm.

"Quiet," I say again. "Your family's inside."

She nods. Trembling. I pull back. Drive in again. Set a brutal pace. The car rocks beneath us. Metal creaking. Her muffled moans vibrating against my hand.

This is wrong. Fucking her here. Now. Outside the house where I just ruined her mother's marriage. Where her stepfather is probably still awake. Where everything just imploded.

I don't care.

Neither does she.

She pushes back to meet every thrust. Takes everything I give her. Her body tight and hot and perfect around mine. I move my hand from her mouth to her throat. Not squeezing. Just holding. Reminding her who's in control.

"You're mine," I rasp.

"Yes."

"Say it."

"I'm yours." She gasps. "Always yours."

I feel her tighten. Feel her getting close. I shift my grip. Thumb finding that spot just below her ear. The one that makes her crazy.

She shatters. Silent scream. Body convulsing.

I pull out. Wet my fingers. Press them against her other entrance. Her breathing hitches. Body tensing.

"Marking you," I growl.

She nods. Knows what's coming.

I push inside. Slow. Deep. She goes rigid. Sharp intake of breath. Fingers clawing at the metal. I feel her body fighting it. The resistance. The burn.

My other hand finds her clit. Circles. Pressure and pain. Making her take both.

She tries to scream. The sound tears from her throat, raw and desperate. I press my palm over her mouth again, fingers splaying across her cheek. Feel the vibration against my skin as I drive deeper. Her breath comes in sharp bursts through her nose. Hot against my knuckles.

Her body shakes beneath me. Trembling like a wire pulled too tight. Caught between the burn and the need. The way her muscles clench around me. Fighting it. Wanting it. Taking everything I give her because she trusts me to push her limits.

I feel the pressure building. The edge rushing up fast. Her muffled whimpers. The way she pushes back despite the pain. It's too much. Too perfect. Too fucking intense to hold back.

I explode. Hot release filling her. Pulse after pulse. Marking her completely. Inside and out. Mine in every way that matters.

Silence.

Just the wind. Our ragged breathing. The distant wail of sirens somewhere in town.

I pull out. Step back. She stays there. Bent over the hood. Hair covering her face.

Finally, she straightens. Pulls her clothes back into place. Turns to face me.

Her lips are swollen. Neck marked. Eyes bright.

She's never looked more beautiful.

"Are you leaving?" she asks.

"Yeah."

"Tonight?"

"Yeah."

She nods. Wraps her arms around herself. "Will I see you back home?"

I tuck myself back in. Buckle my belt. Don't answer right away.

Because the truth is complicated. I'm leaving this wreckage behind. Driving back to my apartment. My job. My life. But I'm not done. Not with her. Not with Leah.

I should be. Should cut this off clean. But I won't.

Because I'm not built that way.

"Duncan?"

I look at her. Really look at her. Smart. Brave. Loyal beyond reason. She should hate me.

"When I get back," I say, "we need to talk."

"About?"

"Ground rules."

A smile ghosts across her face. Dangerous. "You mean like who gets you which nights?"

"Something like that."

She steps closer. Rises on her toes. Kisses me. Soft this time. Almost sweet.

"I love you," she whispers.

I don't say it back. Can't. The words don't exist in my vocabulary.

But I cup her face. Kiss her forehead. Hold her for just a moment longer.

Then I let go.

She steps back. "Drive safe."

I get in the car. Start the engine. She stands there. Watching. Waiting.

I shift into reverse. Back down the driveway. Her figure grows smaller in the rearview mirror. But she doesn't move. Doesn't go inside.

Just watches me leave.

I hit the main road. Accelerate. The house disappears behind the trees.

Gone.

But not forgotten.

Because I'll fuck them both again. Andria knows it. Accepts it. Maybe even wants it.

And Leah?

Leah Harlow isn't done with me either. I saw it in her eyes. Felt it in the way she moved. She'll come back for more. They both will.

That's the thing about taking what you want.

Sometimes it takes you back.

I smirk. Grip the wheel. Head toward the highway.

Yeah. This isn't over.

Not by a long shot.
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