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Chapter One
Levi


My boots crunch on twigs and leaves in a steady rhythm that’s been my only companion for the better part of a day. Twenty-three hours, give or take. My legs burn with every step, a dull fire that’s climbed from my calves to my thighs. My lungs ache with every shallow breath I pull in. But I don’t stop. Can’t stop.

Frank Morelli’s men aren’t far behind. They’re methodical. Relentless. They’ll keep coming until they find me. Until they put a bullet in my head for what I did. For what I know. The thought doesn’t scare me. Not anymore. What scares me is failing. Letting them get away with it, with all of it.

I push through another thicket of thorns, sharp spikes tearing at my already shredded jacket and the skin beneath. A fresh wave of pain blooms on my forearm, hot and sharp. I grit my teeth, ignore it, and keep moving. One foot in front of the other. Just keep moving.

Then I see it.

Through the thinning trees, a soft glow against the deepening twilight. A house. A farmhouse, by the look of it, with a barn standing guard nearby. A barn. Shelter. A place to hide, to rest, to breathe without fear of every snapping twig being my death knell.

A surge of adrenaline, pure and electric, shoots through my veins. The pain in my legs fades to a distant hum. I pick up my pace, my body suddenly light, my steps almost eager. Hope, that treacherous bastard, flickers in my chest for the first time in weeks.

The memory of how I ended up here coils in my gut, a snake of regret and fury. Three months working for Morelli, thinking he was just a powerful businessman with a tough reputation. Three months of blind loyalty, of turning a blind eye to whispers and rumors. Until the night I walked in on something I was never meant to see. A cargo container that wasn’t holding electronics, like the paperwork said. It was filled with cargo that sobbed and begged. Women. Young women.

I ran then. Not from fear, but to the authorities. I spilled everything. Names, dates, locations, shipping routes. Everything I could remember. They listened. They took notes. They promised protection. Then they told me to disappear while they built their case. Easier said than done when you’ve got a man with Morelli’s resources hunting you like a dog.

I reach the edge of the treeline, the farmhouse now just a stone’s throw away. A warm light spills from a window, illuminating a small porch. Someone’s home. That complicates things, but the barn is dark, silent. Inviting. I slip from the shadows, keeping to the edges of the overgrown yard, my movements fluid and silent despite the exhaustion that’s screaming through my muscles. Years of training have made this second nature.

The large sliding door of the barn is slightly ajar. A gift. I ease it open just enough to slip inside, the smell of hay and dust and something sweet, like wildflowers, filling my senses. It’s empty, save for a tractor and several large bales of hay stacked against one wall. Perfect.

I sink onto one of the bales and drop my heavy backpack, the relief so intense I almost groan. My jacket is next to go. I pull out a small first-aid kit, my movements clumsy with fatigue, and rip open an alcohol wipe with my teeth, the sharp, antiseptic smell filling the air.

“Fuck,” I hiss through gritted teeth as I press the wipe to the gash on my arm. The sting is white-hot, fire racing up my bicep. I curse again, my entire focus on the searing pain, on the angry red flesh, on the dirt I’m trying to clean from the wound. I’m so absorbed, I don’t hear the footsteps. Don’t hear the soft creak of the barn door behind me.

“What the hell are you doing in my barn?”

The voice is small but clear, laced with a steel that surprises me. Female. Young. I freeze, my head snapping up.

And my world stops.

Standing there, silhouetted in the doorway she’s just opened, is a young woman who I guess is in her early twenties. She’s holding a rifle pointed directly at me, but I barely register the weapon. All I see is her. Her hair, a messy braid that’s come partially undone, falling over her shoulder. The wide, shocked eyes in a face that’s all soft angles and pale skin in the dim light. She’s wearing a flannel shirt and worn jeans, and I swear she’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my forty-three years of life. My breath hitches. Something deep and primal roars to life inside me, a sudden, fierce, all-consuming need. To protect her. To possess her. To make her mine. Forever.

It’s insane. I’m running for my life. A wanted man. But in this moment, crouched in a barn with a fresh cut bleeding down my arm and a rifle pointed at my head, all I can think is mine.

“I said,” she repeats, her voice trembling slightly, but the rifle stays steady, “what are you doing in my barn?”

My mind, which just moments ago was a chaotic mess of pain and exhaustion and fear, suddenly clears. I slowly raise my hands, palms out, in a gesture of peace. My movements are deliberate, calm. I’m not a threat to her. I could never be a threat to her.

“Easy,” I say. My voice comes out low, raspy from disuse. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Her eyes dart from my face to my hands and back again, searching. The gun doesn’t waver. “You broke into my barn.”

“I’m sorry. I needed shelter,” I explain, keeping my tone even, non-threatening. “Just for a few hours. I’ve been walking for a long time. I just need to rest.”

She studies me for a long moment. The silence stretches, broken only by the sound of my own breathing and the frantic beating of my own heart. She’s deciding whether to trust me or shoot me. I’ve seen men make life-or-death decisions in a split second, but this, watching this young woman weigh my fate, is the most terrifying, exhilarating moment of my life.

My eyes drink her in. The way her lower lip is caught between her teeth. The slight tremor in the hand holding the rifle. She’s scared, but she’s brave. She’s everything. A fierce, primal wave of protectiveness washes over me so strong it almost takes me to my knees. I want to take the gun from her hands, set it aside, and pull her into my arms. Promise her she’ll never have to be afraid again.

Instead, I stay perfectly still. “Please,” I add, the word foreign on my tongue. I haven’t begged for anything in years. But I’d beg for her. For a chance.

Her gaze drifts down to my arm, to the blood still welling from the cut I was cleaning. Her brow furrows. The hard set of her jaw softens, just a fraction. Then, she makes her decision.

“Stay here,” she says, her voice firm, but the tremor is gone. “Don’t move.”

She lowers the rifle, pointing it at the ground, and turns on her heel, disappearing back through the door and into the night.

I stare at the empty space where she stood, my heart hammering against my ribs. What the hell was that? Where is she going? To call the cops? Every instinct screams at me to run, to disappear into the darkness while I can. But my feet are rooted to the spot. I can’t leave. Not yet. Not without seeing her again.

The thought is irrational, dangerous. A liability I can’t afford. But the image of her is burned into my mind. Those wide, expressive eyes, the stubborn set of her chin. She’s become an instant, ferocious obsession. Mine. The thought slams into me again, undeniable.

Now I’m really in trouble.


Chapter Two
Josie


The kitchen door swings shut behind me with a satisfying bang, but it does nothing to calm the storm raging inside me. I stalk across the worn linoleum floor, my footsteps echoing in the sudden quiet of the house. My hands are shaking. I press them flat against the cool, speckled surface of the countertop, taking a deep, steadying breath. It doesn’t help.

What the hell am I doing?

I start to pace. From the sink to the pantry door and back again. Each step is agitated, frantic. My mind is a chaotic mess, replaying the scene in the barn over and over. The sight of him, huge and powerful, crouched on a hay bale. The shock in his dark, intense eyes when he saw me. The raw, masculine energy radiating from him, even injured and exhausted.

He’s trouble. I know it with every fiber of my being. A man like that didn’t just wander onto my property by accident. He’s running from something. Someone. He didn’t even flinch when he saw me pointing my rifle at him, and I can’t begin to imagine what kind of life he’s lived up until now for him to be so unaffected by something like that.

But he needs help. And God help me, so do I.

The panic starts to rise again, hot and sharp in my throat. I stop pacing, bracing my hands on the counter, my head hanging low. The farmhouse. My grandparents’ farmhouse. The only real home I’ve ever known. The thought of losing it makes me physically sick.

A sob tries to claw its way up my throat, but I swallow it down. Crying won’t fix this. Nothing will fix this. My grandfather’s will, with its absurd, archaic clause... To maintain the family homestead, the heir must be married by the age of twenty-five. My grandparents meant well, trying to preserve their legacy, to ensure the land stayed in the family. But they couldn’t have known. They couldn’t have known my father would become a monster.

John Turner. The name still tastes like poison in this town. The bank manager who used people’s life savings like his personal piggy bank, who ruined families for his own gain. He died of a heart attack before he could see a single day in jail, but the damage was done. The Turner name was tarnished forever. I was fifteen when it all came out, and overnight, my world shattered. Friends became strangers. Whispers followed me down school hallways. Dates never happened. Who would want to take the thief banker’s daughter to the movies? Who would want to be seen with me?

Now I’m twenty-four. The trust has been sending me letters, their language getting more formal, more threatening with every envelope. Less than a year left. And I have nothing. No one.

I push off the counter and resume pacing, trying to think of any option other than asking the bleeding stranger in my barn to marry me. There has to be another way. A lawyer? I tried that. The clause is ironclad. Sell the land? I’d rather die. This house, these acres, they’re not just property. They’re my connection to the grandparents who raised me, who showed me what love and kindness looked like. They’re the only good memories I have left of my family.

My thoughts circle back to him. To the sheer size of him, even hunched over in pain. The way his worn t-shirt stretched across broad shoulders and a chest that looked carved from stone. The dark, intense eyes that seemed to see right through me, past the rifle, past the fear, to something deeper. He’s a man who commands space, even when he’s the one intruding. The thought creates a strange heat deep in the pit of my stomach. A sensation I’ve never felt before.

It’s a terrible, reckless, insane idea. I don’t know his name. I don’t know if he’s killed someone. I don’t know anything about him except that he’s running, and he’s hurt, and he’s the most breathtaking man I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

My pacing slows, then stops entirely. I stand in the center of my kitchen, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound. I have no choice. There is no one else. The town has made sure of that. If I don’t do this, I’ll lose everything. So I’ll have to do it. I’ll have to ask him.

My decision made, I feel a strange sense of calm settle over me. The path ahead is terrifying, but at least it’s a path. Not a dead end. I grab the small medical kit from the pantry, my hands steady now. I walk back to the barn with a purpose I haven’t felt in years.

He’s right where I left him, on the hay bale, but he’s watching the door, waiting. His posture is tense, coiled, but he relaxes, just a fraction, when he sees it’s me.

“I brought this,” I say, my voice softer than I intended. I hold up the medical kit. “Better than just alcohol wipes.”

He nods, a slow dip of his chin, his dark eyes never leaving my face. “Thank you.”

I step closer, the hay crunching under my boots. The air in the small space between us feels thick, charged with an energy I can’t name. I have to do this now before I lose my nerve.

“I have a proposition for you,” I blurt out, the words tumbling out in a rush. “A deal.”

He raises an eyebrow, a flicker of surprise crossing his features. “I’m listening.”

“You can stay here, in the house, for as long as you need. I’ll feed you. I’ll help you with your arm. Nobody will bother you here, I promise. We’re miles from anyone.”

He waits, his expression unreadable. Patient. Letting me get to the part that matters.

“In exchange,” I continue, my heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears, “you have to marry me. As soon as possible.”

The silence that follows is deafening. The only sound is the faint whistling of the wind through the cracks in the barn walls. I hold my breath, my hands clenched into fists at my sides, waiting for him to laugh. Or worse, to look at me like I’m insane and just walk away.

Instead, he just stares. His eyes, which I thought were dark brown, are actually the color of rich, black coffee, and they’re filled with a look I can’t quite decipher. Shock, yes. But there’s something else there, too. A flicker of something that looks a lot like relief, quickly followed by a deep, simmering intensity that makes my knees feel weak.

“Alright,” he says, his voice low, a gravelly rumble that vibrates right through me. “You’ve got a deal.”

My jaw drops. “What? Just... alright?”

“Was there something else you wanted me to say?” he asks, a ghost of a smile touching his lips. It doesn’t reach his eyes, which are still fixed on me with an unnerving focus.

“I... I didn’t think you’d say yes,” I stammer, completely thrown. “You don’t even know me.”

“You don’t know me either. But I’m guessing you must have a damn good reason otherwise you wouldn’t be asking me, would you?”

He stands, rising to his full height, and I have to tilt my head back to look at him. He’s even bigger standing up. A mountain of a man, all broad shoulders and powerful limbs. He dwarfs the space around him, making the barn feel small. He’s not just handsome; he’s formidable.

“I’m Levi,” he says, holding out his hand. “And you are?”

“Josie,” I whisper, my own hand coming up to meet his. His fingers close around mine, warm and calloused, completely engulfing my hand. A jolt, sharp and electric, shoots up my arm. His touch is firm, possessive, and I have the strangest feeling that he doesn’t want to let go. And I’m not sure I want him to.

“Josie,” he repeats, my name sounding different on his lips. Deeper. More intimate. He finally releases my hand, and the sudden cold where his warmth was is almost painful.

“It’s going to get cold tonight,” I say, “so you should come indoors. You can get cleaned up in there too.”

He nods, picking up his backpack before following me out of the barn and across the yard toward the house. I can feel his presence behind me like a physical force, a warmth that seeps through my clothes and makes the hair on my neck stand up. This is happening. I’m really doing this. I’m bringing a complete stranger into my home to be my husband. My husband. The word echoes in my mind, a foreign, terrifying, and exhilarating concept.

Once inside the warm kitchen, I point him toward the staircase. “The bathroom is the second door on the left. There are clean towels in the closet. I’ll find you some of my grandfather’s old clothes. They should fit you, I think.”

“Thank you, Josie,” he says, his dark eyes holding mine for a long moment before he turns and heads upstairs, leaving me alone in the sudden silence.

I listen to his heavy footsteps on the wooden stairs, then the sound of the bathroom door closing. A few moments later, I hear the shower come on. The thought of him, naked and wet, in my shower sends a fresh wave of heat through me, pooling low in my belly. I squeeze my eyes shut, pressing my hands against my flushed cheeks. This is going to be so much harder than I thought.

I just have to hope I don’t end up regretting this crazy decision.


Chapter Three
Levi


Steam fogs the small bathroom mirror, blurring my reflection into a shapeless monster. Good. I don’t need to see the stranger staring back at me, the one with the hunted look in his eyes. I pull on the worn jeans Josie left for me. They’re clean, and they fit surprisingly well. The flannel shirt is a tight fit on me, and I have to assume her grandfather wasn’t as big around the chest or shoulders as I am. The last of the clean clothes is a pair of thick wool socks. It feels good to be clean again, to be in clothes that don’t stink of fear and sweat and the forest floor. I run a hand through my hair, the short strands still damp from the shower.

But none of that matters. None of it matters as much as the thought of Josie.

I curse under my breath, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. I just jerked off in the shower, the hot water running down my back as I fisted my cock, my mind filled with images of her. Those wide, trusting eyes. The soft curve of her bottom lip. The way she looked at me when she asked me to marry her. A mix of desperation and steel that made my dick ache. And here I am, five minutes later, and I’m getting hard all over again.

I can’t believe my luck. The woman I decided, in that single, insane moment in the barn, was going to be mine, just asked me to marry her. A bolt out of the fucking blue. A gift. I know it’s not because she looked at me and fell head over heels the way I did for her. That’s fairy tale bullshit, and my life has been anything but. She’s in trouble. I don’t know what that trouble is yet, but I’ll find out. And whatever her reason for asking is, it doesn’t matter. I have what I want. I have a foot in the door. And now, I plan to make damn sure that she never wants anyone but me for the rest of her life.

But my own trouble is still hanging over my head. Frank Morelli. Meeting Josie means I need to find a way to end this, and fast. I can’t bring this kind of danger into her life. Not my Josie. I need to make sure my bride-to-be is safe, so I can give her the life she deserves. But right now, I’m too tired to think about it. The past few days of running on fumes have caught up with me. What I need is a good night’s sleep in a real bed. Then, in the morning, with a clear head, I’ll figure it out. I always do. And I’ll make sure Josie comes to no harm. She is my priority now.

I head back down the narrow staircase, the old wood creaking under my weight. The smell hits me before I even reach the bottom of the stairs. Something rich and savory. My stomach rumbles loudly, a deep, embarrassing growl that echoes in the quiet house. I haven’t had a proper meal in days.

She’s standing by the stove, her back to me, her braid a thick rope down her spine. She’s humming softly, a tune I don’t recognize, and the sound settles something deep inside me. Something that’s been restless and anxious for weeks. Maybe even years. This is what I’ve been craving without even knowing it. A home. A woman. Peace.

She turns as I reach the bottom step; her smile a little shy. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“Starving,” I admit, my voice rough.

She ladles something into two deep bowls, the steam rising in fragrant clouds. “Good. I just warmed up some leftover beef stew. It’s my grandmother’s recipe. Comfort food at its finest.”

We sit down at the old wooden table, the bowls of food steaming between us. For a few moments, the only sound is the scraping of our spoons against the ceramic. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted. Rich, meaty, with vegetables that are soft but not mushy.

Then she sets her spoon down and looks at me, her expression serious. “Why are you on the run, Levi?”

The question hangs in the air between us. I knew it was coming. It’s only fair. “I think I have a right to know,” she adds, her chin lifting with a hint of that steel I saw earlier. “As your future wife.”

She’s right. I nod, setting my own spoon down. “You do.”

I take a breath, trying to figure out how much to tell her. How to explain the ugliness of my world without tainting the sanctuary she’s created here. “I used to work for a man. A very powerful, very wealthy man. A criminal, I found out.” I pause, choosing my words carefully. “I figured out some things about him. Things that could put him away for a very long time. I went to the authorities about it, and now, he wants me silenced.”

She listens, her fingers tracing the rim of her bowl, her gaze unwavering. She doesn’t look scared or disgusted. She looks... thoughtful.

“So it wasn’t you who did something illegal?” she asks, her voice soft.

“No. It wasn’t me,” I say, my voice firm. “I just did the right thing. And now I have to stay out of sight until they have all the evidence they need to put him behind bars. Soon enough, I’ll be a free man again.”

She nods, a small, decisive dip of her chin. She accepts it. Just like that. No more questions, no judgment. My chest tightens with an emotion I can’t name. It feels a lot like relief.

I lean forward, resting my forearms on the table, my hands laced together. “Now it’s your turn, Josie. Why do you need a husband so badly you’d ask a stranger who broke into your barn?”

A shadow crosses her face, and she looks down at her hands, her bravado momentarily faltering. “It’s the house,” she says quietly. “My grandparents left it to me. But there’s a clause in the will. A stupid, archaic clause.” She takes a shaky breath. “I have to be married by the time I turn twenty-five. My next birthday. If I’m not... I lose it all. The house, the land. Everything.”

I can hear the pain in her voice, the deep, aching love for this place. I understand wanting to protect something that matters. I look around the cozy kitchen, at the worn table, the floral curtains at the window. This isn’t just a house. It’s a home. Her home.

“And nobody in town... they’d never want to help me,” she adds, her voice barely a whisper. “My father...” She trails off, shaking her head. “He did some terrible things before he died. Ruined a lot of people. They blame me. They think I’m just like him.”

I reach across the table, my movement slow and deliberate, giving her time to pull away if she wants to. She doesn’t. My fingers brush against her cheek, her skin impossibly soft. I tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear, letting my fingertips linger against the delicate shell of her ear. “That wasn’t your fault, Josie,” I say, my voice low. “And people are shitty for blaming you for what he did.”

Her eyes flutter closed at my touch, and she lets out a soft, shaky sigh. She seems to melt right there in her chair, leaning into my hand. That small surrender, that sign of trust, does something to me. It goes straight to my cock, and I’m suddenly straining painfully against the zipper of these jeans. My blood is on fire, every nerve ending alight with the need to pull her into my lap and claim her mouth with mine.

Her eyes open slowly, and she looks at me, really looks at me. There’s no fear in her gaze now. Only a deep, simmering curiosity. A desire that mirrors my own.

“Levi,” she breathes, my name a puff of air from her lips. “Do you want to... would you sleep in my room with me tonight?”

My breath hitches. I know what she’s saying. What she’s really asking. “It would make sense,” she continues, her cheeks flushing a pretty pink, “if we’re going to be married soon.”

But I hear the lie. I see it in the way her pupils dilate, in the slight tremor of her lower lip. She’s not asking because it makes sense. She’s asking because she wants this. Wants me. The thought is a heady rush, a shot of pure adrenaline straight to my heart.

“Okay,” I manage to say, my voice rougher than I intend.

A small, hopeful smile touches her lips. She stands up, her chair scraping softly against the floor, and then she’s reaching for my hand. Her fingers are small and warm in mine. She laces them through my own, and I let her lead me from the kitchen, up the creaking stairs, toward her bedroom. And our new life together.


Chapter Four
Josie


I can’t believe I’m doing this.

My hand trembles in Levi’s as I lead him up the stairs, my heart hammering against my ribs. This is insane. This is so unlike me. I’m not the kind of person who has sex with strangers. Never mind a stranger who broke into my barn all of an hour ago. I’m still a damn virgin, after all.

I try to tell myself that’s the reason. That maybe getting to the age of twenty-four without ever having been kissed is finally making me act out. Making me crazy. It’s better than accepting the other reason, the one that’s terrifying and exhilarating all at once. The one that whispers I already feel an insane, illogical, magnetic connection to Levi that I just can’t explain. It’s not rational. It doesn’t make sense. And yet, it’s the truest thing I’ve ever felt.

I push open the door to my bedroom. The room is simple, just a bed with a quilt my grandmother sewed, a nightstand, and a dresser. The lamp on the nightstand casts a soft, warm glow over everything, chasing away the shadows. As soon as we are inside, I turn to face him; the door clicking shut behind us, sealing us in this small, intimate space. I let go of him, my palms suddenly damp. My hands move of their own accord, roaming up over the soft fabric of the flannel shirt he’s wearing, feeling the solid, muscular warmth of his abs beneath.

He looks down at me, his dark eyes intense, unreadable. He brings his hands up, cupping my face in his calloused palms. His thumbs stroke over my cheekbones, a slow, gentle caress that makes my breath catch. His touch is both calming and electrifying all at once.

“We don’t have to do anything, Josie,” he says, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that has heat pooling between my thighs. “We can just sleep. Nothing has to happen if you don’t want it to.”

The kindness in his voice, the way he’s putting me in control, only makes me want him more. It proves I’m making the right decision.

I look up into his dark, intense eyes, my own gaze unwavering. “I know what I want,” I whisper. “And it’s not sleep.”

That’s all the encouragement he needs. He lowers his head, and then his lips are on mine. The kiss starts off gentle, a soft, exploring pressure. He’s testing the waters, letting me get used to him. But it takes only a moment for the dam to break. His mouth grows more demanding, his tongue tracing the seam of my lips until I open for him with a gasp. He sweeps inside, claiming my mouth with a hunger that takes my breath away, a deep, possessive kiss that tastes of desperation and desire.

I wrap my arms around his neck, standing on my tiptoes to press my body flush against his, needing to be closer. His hands move down from my face, tracing the curve of my spine before they come to rest on my ass, cupping my cheeks through the fabric of my jeans. He pulls me even tighter against him, and I can feel it then... the hard, thick ridge of his cock pressing against my belly. I can tell he’s huge, even through all the layers of our clothes. A jolt of lust shoots through me, and I can’t help but rock against him. A nervous thrill goes through me, and I wonder for a second if it’s going to hurt, but the thought is fleeting, drowned out by the overwhelming need that’s consuming me. I want him. All of him.

We begin pulling at each other’s clothes, our movements clumsy and desperate. His flannel shirt is unbuttoned, then my own. My fingers fumble with the button on his jeans, and he helps me, shucking them down his powerful thighs. I do the same with my own, kicking them away until we are both standing naked in the soft lamplight.

His gaze roams over my body, hot and hungry, and I feel a blush creep up my neck, but I don’t cover myself. I want him to see me. All of me. He’s so beautiful, all hard planes and sculpted muscle, a light dusting of dark hair covering his chest and narrowing to a trail that leads downwards. He’s fully erect, his cock jutting out from his body, thick and long and impossibly hard.

Before I can even process the sight, he’s lifting me, one strong arm behind my back and the other under my ass. I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, holding on as he carries me the few feet to my bed. His hard length is trapped between our bodies, the underbelly of his shaft pressing directly against my wet, aching sex. The feeling sends a jolt of electricity through me, and I gasp into his mouth.

He lays me down on the bed, the quilt soft beneath my back, and he follows me down, settling over me. He keeps kissing me, deep and intoxicating kisses that make my head spin. My hand trails tentatively down his body, over the hard ridges of his stomach, my fingers trembling with a mix of nerves and excitement. I stop just before I reach his cock, my heart pounding. I’m desperate to touch him, to feel that hot, hard flesh in my hand, but I’m shy.

“Go ahead, baby,” he murmurs against my lips. “You can touch me. I want you to.”

That’s all I need to hear. I wrap my fingers around his shaft, amazed at the sheer thickness of him, at how hot and heavy he feels in my palm. I begin to stroke him, my grip loose at first, then firmer as I learn the shape of him, the velvety feel of the skin over the steel-hard core.

He groans, a deep, guttural sound of pure pleasure, and buries his face in the crook of my neck, kissing and nipping at the sensitive skin there. “That’s it,” he grits out, his hips rocking slightly into my grip. “Fuck, Josie. That feels so goddamn good.”

He lets me explore him for a few more moments before he says, “But I want to make you feel good too, baby. I need to make sure you’re ready to take every inch of my cock.”

His words send a fresh gush of wetness between my thighs. As he speaks, he reaches down between my legs, his fingers finding the slick, swollen bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs. He teases my clit, circling it with the rough pad of his fingertips, and I gasp, my back arching off the bed.

“Levi,” I breathe, his name a desperate plea.

“Shhh, I’ve got you,” he murmurs. He slides one thick finger inside me, and I gasp at the sudden, intimate intrusion. He moves slowly, fucking me with the digit, and the pleasure is so intense, so overwhelming, that I can barely focus on stroking him anymore. Instead, I just hold his cock gently as I surrender completely to the exquisite sensations he’s creating inside me.

He eases a second finger inside me, stretching me further, and he groans, a low, possessive sound. “Fuck, you’re so tight, baby. So damn tight. Anyone would think you’re a virgin.”

The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them, a direct result of the pleasure-addled state he’s put me in. “I am.”

The second I say it, I regret it. A wave of hot, mortifying embarrassment washes over me. Who would want a twenty-four-year-old virgin? Nobody, that’s who. He’s going to think I’m pathetic. I brace myself for him to pull away, for the look of disappointment to cross his face.

But he doesn’t. Instead, he lets out a growl and keeps moving his fingers, his gaze locking with mine, his eyes burning with an intensity that scorches me. “And you want me to be your first, baby?” he asks, his voice a low, dangerous purr. “You want me to be the one to take care of this tight little pussy and give you all the orgasms you could ever wish for?”

I can only moan, my body arching into his touch, my hips rocking to meet the rhythm of his fingers. “Yes,” I gasp. “God, yes.”

He adds a third finger, the stretch a delicious, burning ache that has me writhing on the bed. He begins to kiss his way down my body, his lips and tongue brushing over my collarbones, between my breasts. He licks and sucks and bites my nipples, teasing them into hard, aching points. He lavishes attention on my breasts, alternating between the two, until the pleasure is so intense it’s almost painful. I’m completely lost to it, my mind going blank, my body a live wire of sensation.

He keeps doing that, his fingers still pumping slowly inside me, his mouth working my breasts, until the pressure inside me builds to an unbearable peak. It shatters, and I come on his fingers, my body convulsing as wave after wave of pleasure washes over me. I cry out, my fingers digging into the sheets, my back arching off the bed.

He doesn’t stop, working me through it, drawing out my orgasm until I’m a trembling, boneless mess. Then he slowly withdraws his fingers, and I’m left feeling achingly empty.

“I can’t wait any longer, Josie,” he growls, his voice thick with desire. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

The way he says it, his gruff voice filled with a primal hunger, makes me feel desired for the first time in my entire life. I spread my legs wider, a silent invitation, welcoming him in. He positions himself between my thighs, the blunt head of his cock pressing against my slick, sensitive opening.

Before he enters me, he pauses, his dark eyes locking with mine. “Once I claim this pussy,” he says, his voice low and intense, “it’s mine. I’m not going to want to let you go. This won’t just be an arrangement anymore. I’m going to want to keep you as my wife. Forever.”

My heart stumbles, then starts pounding a frantic rhythm in my chest. He’s not just talking about sex. He’s talking about everything. A future. A real marriage. I’m not sure if he truly means it, or if it’s just the heat of the moment, but I want to believe it with every fiber of my being.

“I need you inside me, Levi,” I whisper, my voice trembling with emotion. “Please.”

He lowers his head, claiming my mouth in a deep, possessive kiss as he begins to push inside. He enters me slowly, so slowly, stretching me with his cock even more than he did with his fingers. The pressure is immense, a burning ache that borders on pain. He’s so big, so thick, and for a moment I don’t think he’s going to fit at all. And then he pushes past my barrier, and a sharp sting makes me cry out.

He stills immediately, pulling back just a little. “Are you okay, baby?” he murmurs against my lips, his voice laced with concern.

I nod, my breath hitching. “Don’t stop,” I gasp. “Please don’t stop.”

He begins to move again, a slow, gentle rocking motion, sinking deeper inside me with each pass. The pain starts to fade, replaced by a new, exquisite pleasure as his shaft rubs against places inside me I didn’t even know existed. I’ve never felt anything like it. He fills me so completely, so perfectly, and I moan with every inch he claims, my hips rising to meet his.

He starts to fuck me faster, his strokes becoming longer, harder, more demanding. He settles into a rhythm, driving into me again and again, and I cling to him, my arms and legs wrapped around him, gasping every time he sinks to the hilt. The pleasure builds, coiling deep in my belly, hot and tight and demanding release.

“You feel so fucking good, Josie,” he growls in my ear. “So tight and wet. Made just for me.”

He’s thrusting harder now, faster, and I can feel my orgasm approaching, a tidal wave of sensation building within me. “I’m not sure I can last much longer,” he grits out, his hips snapping against mine. “I’m going to fill you up with my seed, Josie. I’m going to claim this pussy as mine.”

I’m about to ask what will happen if I get pregnant. The question is right there on the tip of my tongue. But then an image fills my mind, so vivid and so unexpectedly arousing that it steals my breath. I see myself, heavy and swollen with his child, my belly round and full. Levi is there, kneeling before me, his hands possessively on my stomach as he leans in to kiss it, his dark eyes filled with a love and adoration so powerful it makes my heart ache.

The image is so potent, so overwhelming, that it pushes me right over the edge. My orgasm crashes over me, more intense than the one before, a blinding, all-consuming wave of pleasure that has me screaming his name. I come hard on his cock, my inner muscles clamping down around him, squeezing him tight.

The way my pussy spasms around him is all it takes. He lets out a raw, guttural groan, and I feel the heat of his release, a deep, pulsing throb as he fills me with his seed. He keeps thrusting, working us through the aftershocks, until we are both sated and trembling, our bodies slick with sweat.

He finally slows, then stops, staying on top of me with his cock still buried deep inside me, anchoring me to him. He kisses me then, slow and tender, a gentle claiming that is every bit as powerful as the hungry, demanding kisses from before. I’m breathless and speechless, my mind reeling, my body humming with a bone-deep satisfaction. I’ve never felt anything like this, this complete sense of rightness, of coming home.

I know, with a certainty that settles deep in my soul, that I want what he promised. I want a real marriage with him, not just an arrangement.

I just have to hope he was being serious.


Chapter Five
Levi


The pre-dawn light is just beginning to creep into the room, painting the walls in soft shades of gray and blue. I’ve been awake for a while, just watching her sleep. She’s curled against me, her head on my chest, her soft even breaths a steady rhythm against my skin. One of her legs is thrown over mine, her thigh pressed right up against my cock, which is already hard just from being near her. She’s warm and trusting in her sleep, her body tucked against mine like she belongs there.

Because she does.

A wave of something powerful washes over me. It’s a mix of possessiveness and awe and a fucking terrifying amount of affection. I look down at her, at the dark fan of her lashes against her cheek, at the soft, parted lips I claimed last night. I did it. I claimed her. I took her virginity, and I filled her with my seed, and I’m going to do it again. And again. I’m going to keep her pregnant and happy and safe in this bed for the rest of our lives.

The thought sends a jolt of primal satisfaction through me. I want to see her round with my child. I want to watch her belly swell, to know that I put a baby in her. The idea of it, of her being mine in that way, in every way, is the most arousing thing I’ve ever imagined. I want to breed her, to mark her as mine, to see her walking around this house, my wife, carrying my child.

I’ve never wanted this before. With anyone else. Children, a family, a real life. Even before I had to go on the run, I’d never met anyone I wanted to settle down with. Sure, I’d had plenty of hookups, but they were never anything more than a way to scratch an itch. I never let any of them get close. But Josie... she’s different. From the moment I saw her, standing in that barn with her chin up and her shoulders back, a little bit scared but not backing down, I knew. She’s it for me. She’s my endgame.

She stirs in her sleep, nuzzling closer, her thigh pressing more firmly against my hardening cock. I let out a soft groan. My body wants her. It wants to be buried inside her tight, wet heat again. But I hold back. I won’t wake her. Last night, I took. Today, I will give. I’ll give her everything. I’ll make sure she knows every single day how much I love her. I’ll make her happy. It’s a promise I make to myself right here, in the quiet of the morning, with her body curled around mine. I will make her happy. Or I’ll die trying.

That’s when I hear it.

A faint noise outside. A twig snapping.

My body goes rigid. Every instinct I have, every survival skill honed over the years, snaps into place. The warm haze I was in just moments ago evaporates, replaced by a cold, sharp focus. Danger. Danger is here.

I carefully, slowly, extract myself from Josie’s embrace, sliding out from under her leg. She murmurs in her sleep but doesn’t wake, turning onto her side and snuggling into the warm spot I just vacated. I pull on the jeans I was wearing yesterday, leaving the flannel shirt. Then I grab the rifle that leans against the wall. The same one Josie pointed at my head just a few hours ago.

I move silently through the house, down the stairs, across the kitchen. I don’t bother with the lights. My eyes have adjusted to the dark. I slip out the back door, the cool morning air a shock against my bare skin. I move around the side of the house, keeping to the shadows, the rifle held loose but ready in my hands. I scan the edge of the property, the line where the forest meets the open yard. The sun hasn’t risen yet, and the world is a blur of dark shapes and deeper shadows.

That’s when I see them.

Three figures, standing near the treeline, their forms black against the faint gray of the coming dawn. They’re not trying to hide. They’re just... waiting. A cold dread washes over me. This is it. Frank Morelli sent them. Of course he did.

I lift the rifle, my finger finding the trigger, the stock cool and solid against my shoulder. I could take one. Maybe two, before they get to me.

My jaw tightens as I stare at the figures, a familiar ache spreading through my chest. Not fear. Disappointment. A deep, gut-wrenching sting of betrayal. Because I know who they are. Even in the dim light, I’d know their silhouettes anywhere. They aren’t strangers. They’re the men I once trusted most. My friends. The men who were like brothers to me.

Nico, with his broad, boxer’s build. Marco, lean and coiled like a snake. And Diego, quiet and deadly, always watching, always thinking. We came up together in Frank’s organization. We had each other’s backs a hundred times over. And now they’re here to silence me.

I thought they were better than this. I really did. I thought when I walked away, they’d understand. But loyalty is a fickle bitch when a man like Frank Morelli holds the leash. They chose their side. And now I have to choose mine.

My grip on the rifle tightens. I’m not going down without a fight. If I have to die, I’ll die on my feet, taking them with me. It doesn’t matter. As long as Josie stays safe. As long as she’s tucked away in that bed, warm and innocent and untouched by this filth, my life is a price I’m willing to pay. She’s what matters now, even if she doesn’t know it yet.

I take a steadying breath, my aim settling on Nico, the biggest target. “That’s far enough,” I call out, my voice carrying in the still morning air. “You’ve got three seconds to turn around and get the fuck off this property before I start shooting.”

I expect them to raise their own weapons. To charge. To do what Frank trained them to do. But they don’t. They just stand there. Then Nico takes a slow, deliberate step forward, his hands held up in a gesture of peace.

“Easy, Levi,” he says, his voice calm, measured. “Put the rifle down. We’re not here to hurt you.”

My finger tenses on the trigger. “Bullshit,” I snarl. “Did Frank send you?”

“Frank’s on his way,” Marco speaks up. “He’s pissed enough with you that he wants to kill you himself. He sent us ahead so we could capture you and then give him your location. But we have no intention of doing that.”

Diego, ever the silent observer, nods in agreement. “We’re not here for Frank anymore, Levi.”

The rifle doesn’t waver. “Then what the fuck are you here for?” I demand, my mind racing, trying to find the angle, the trap.

“We’re here for you,” Nico says, taking another step closer. “We’re done, man. All of us. We’re tired of being his dogs. If we’d known what his business was really a front for, we never would have stayed loyal to him for as long as we did. But you left. You broke the spell. And we saw... we saw things after you were gone. Things that made us sick.”

Marco’s voice is tight with suppressed fury. “He’s not just a criminal, Levi. He’s a monster, and we want to help you take him down. Permanently.”

A flicker of disbelief, of hope, sparks in my chest, and I immediately stamp it out. Hope is a dangerous luxury. “And I’m supposed to believe that? That the three of you just had a sudden crisis of conscience and decided to team up with the man you were sent to kill?” I laugh, a harsh, humorless sound. “You’ll have to forgive me if I’m not buying it.”

“We’re not asking you to trust us, not yet,” Nico says, his gaze direct. “We’re asking you to hear us out. We have a plan.”

I’m silent, my finger still on the trigger. But I’m listening.

“We call Frank,” Marco explains. “We tell him we have you. That you’re unconscious and tied up. We give him a location, and he’ll come. He’s too arrogant not to. We already know he’s only traveling with one bodyguard. That puts the odds instantly in our favor.”

Diego speaks, his quiet voice holding a chilling finality. “Four against two. Frank and his last loyal dog, against the four of us. We end it. Today.”

I stare at them, my mind churning, weighing the risks, the lies, the possibilities. They could be setting me up. Luring me into a trap. It’s a Frank Morelli kind of move. But this is my one and only chance to end things quickly so that I can focus on my future with Josie. So that I can keep her safe. If they are telling the truth, we could finish this today. If not... at least I will die fighting. I just have to be sure Josie won’t be a casualty.

“It can’t happen here,” I say, my voice firm. I don’t want them to know about Josie. Not yet. I need to get the danger away from her home, so that if things go south, the men who hunted me won’t know anything about her. They can’t connect her to me. I won’t let that happen. “We’ll lead him somewhere else. There’s an old quarry nearby. I passed it on my way here. There’s no cover there. No place for an ambush. Just an open battlefield.”

Nico nods slowly. “Okay. The quarry. We’ll call him and tell him to meet us there at dawn. We’ll tell him we’ve got you.” He looks at me, his gaze steady. “He’ll come. He wants to look you in the eye when he puts a bullet in your head. But he won’t get a chance to do that.”

My jaw clenches. “Fine. I’m in. You guys wait here while I go finish getting dressed and then we’ll head over there.”

My gaze flickers toward the house, to the window of the room where Josie is sleeping. She’s in there, warm and safe, her body still humming from my touch. I have to see her one more time before I go. I have to hold her scent in my memory, to keep it with me when I walk into hell.

I turn, moving back toward the house, not waiting for their reply. I slip back inside, and move quietly up the stairs, my heart pounding in my chest. I have to make this quick.

I push open the door to the bedroom, and the sight of her stops me in my tracks. She’s still sleeping, her hair spilling across the white pillow. Her lips are slightly parted, her face relaxed in sleep. She looks so innocent. So pure. So mine.

I cross the room, my movements slow and silent, and kneel by the bed. I want to touch her. I want to trace the line of her jaw, to feel the soft skin of her cheek, but I don’t dare. I won’t risk waking her. I won’t risk her seeing the look on my face, the fear and the rage and the desperate hope that’s warring inside me.

I just watch her for a long moment, memorizing every detail. I want to remember this. This quiet moment before everything changes. Before I either get the life I want with her, or I die trying.

I know I should be scared. I should be thinking about my own survival. But all I can think about is her. About coming back to this house. About sliding into this bed with her and waking up with her in my arms. About spending the rest of my life making her happy. About filling her with my children, about watching her belly swell with our baby. That’s what I’m fighting for. Not just my freedom, but our future.

I lean in, my lips brushing against her forehead in a feather-light kiss. I can smell her scent, a sweet, clean smell that steadies me instantly. I pull away, my resolve hardening into something unbreakable.

“I’ll come back to you, Josie,” I whisper. “I promise.”

I stand up, my gaze lingering on her for a second longer before I force myself to turn and walk away, grabbing my shirt on the way out. I don’t look back.

I can’t.

Right now, I need to be fully focused on Morelli.


Chapter Six
Josie


The bed is cold when I wake up.

That’s the first thing I notice. The space beside me is empty, the sheets cool to the touch. Levi’s gone.

My eyes fly open, my heart already starting to pound in my chest. The room is bathed in the soft light of early morning; the sun just starting to peek out above the horizon. I sit up, pulling the quilt around my naked body, feeling a chill that has nothing to do with the temperature seeping into my bones.

“Levi?” I call out, my voice soft, still thick with sleep.

There’s no answer.

The silence is too loud, too absolute. It’s the heavy, suffocating silence of a house that’s empty, and it’s all wrong. Levi’s not a quiet man. Even when he’s not speaking, he has a presence, a solid, steady energy that fills every room he’s in. This... this is just hollow. Dead.

I scramble out of bed, my movements clumsy with a rising sense of dread. I pull on the shirt I was wearing yesterday, my hands trembling so badly it takes me far too long to do up the buttons. Next come my jeans, then my boots. I have to find him. Something’s wrong. I can feel it in my gut, a cold, coiling snake of fear.

I move through the house, my heart thumping a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I check the bathroom first and find he’s not there. The living room is empty. So is the kitchen. I call his name again, louder this time, my voice echoing back at me, a panicked sound in the stillness. Nothing.

A sick thought hits me: he left. He woke up, and he changed his mind, and he left. The memory of our night together, of his whispered promises, of the way he held me, feels like a lie now, a cruel joke. The thought is a physical blow, and I have to lean against the kitchen counter, my breath catching in my throat. But even as the thought tries to take root, another, more terrifying one pushes it aside.

What if something is wrong? He said it himself that a dangerous man is after him. What if he found Levi?

I push myself away from the counter and stumble to the back door. I throw it open and step outside into the cool, damp morning. The sun is just beginning to crest the hills, casting long, distorted shadows across the yard. And that’s when I see them.

Boot prints in the dirt. Several sets of them, by the looks of it.

Levi didn’t leave here alone. Or maybe he didn’t leave willingly at all.

My stomach drops. The air grows thin and sharp in my lungs. I move closer, my eyes scanning the ground. They’re deep impressions, heavy, from men’s boots. A cold dread washes over me as I follow the tracks with my eyes, leading away from the house, toward the woods that border the property.

My fear for him is a living, breathing thing now, a monster clawing at my insides. I don’t hesitate. I don’t even think about it, even though a voice in the back of my head is screaming at me that I’m doing something really stupid. I just start walking, my boots sinking into the damp earth as I follow the trail of prints into the trees. The woods are quiet, the only sounds being the rustle of leaves and the frantic thumping of my own heart.

“Levi!” I call out. “Levi, where are you?”

The only answer is the echo of my own voice. I keep walking, my pace quickening, stumbling over roots and fallen branches. The tracks disappear a few times in the thick carpet of leaves, but I always find them again, leading me deeper and deeper into the woods. I’m scared, so scared I can taste it, a metallic tang in my mouth. But the fear for him is stronger than the fear for myself.

After what feels like an eternity, but is probably only ten minutes, the trees begin to thin. I can see a break in the foliage up ahead. I slow my steps, my body tensing as I approach the treeline. I don’t want to be seen. I want to find out what’s happening without being noticed.

I duck behind a large, moss-covered oak tree, my heart pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat. I peer around the trunk, my eyes squinting as I try to make sense of the scene in front of me.

It’s the old quarry. A wide, shallow crater, a gaping wound in the earth. The sun is higher now, casting a bright, unforgiving light on the scene. At the far edge of the quarry, near the crumbling concrete structures, are two dark SUVs.

And there are men. Five of them.

My eyes scan the group, my breath catching in my throat as I spot Levi. I’m not close enough to see any of the men in great detail, but I recognize my grandfather’s clothes and the way he’s standing. It has to be Levi. He’s standing a little apart from the other men, his shoulders squared and his head held high. He’s alone on one side, facing off against four men on the other.

My stomach drops. He’s outnumbered. My fear for him intensifies into a white-hot, crippling thing that makes it hard to breathe. The other men are all big, all wearing dark clothes, all looking every bit as dangerous as the men Levi warned me about. One of them, a broad-shouldered man, seems to be in charge. He’s doing most of the talking, his gestures sharp and angry. I’m too far away to hear what they’re saying, but I don’t need to. The tension radiating from the group is so thick I can feel it from here.

Then, one of the other men makes a move against the one in charge, punching him in the face, and chaos erupts. The leader stumbles back, clutching his nose, a dark look of fury on his face. But then everyone is surrounding him, fists flying everywhere, and it’s hard to make out what is happening in the flurry of activity. It’s a confusing mess of movement, and I can’t tell who is on whose side. I can’t see Levi anymore. He’s been swallowed up by the fight.

My heart is in my throat. I want to scream, to run out there, to do something, anything, but I’m frozen. Paralyzed by a terror so profound it roots me to the spot. All I can do is watch, my hands clenched into fists so tight my nails dig into my palms.

Then I hear a sound that shatters the morning silence.

A gunshot.

It’s a sharp, ugly crack that echoes through the trees, making me jump. My blood runs cold. Who was shot? Was it Levi? Please God, don’t let it be Levi. I can’t see him. I don’t know. I don’t know anything, and the not knowing is a special kind of hell.

Time seems to slow down, stretching into an unbearable, agonizing eternity. I watch, my breath held, my eyes glued to the scene. The fight is over. One man is lying on the ground, unmoving, but it’s not Levi. Thank God, it’s not Levi. It’s the leader, the man who seemed to be in charge. Three of the men are shoving another man, who looks relatively unharmed from here, into the back of an SUV while Levi stands there watching. Then they pick up the man who had been shot and throw him in the back too.

What’s happening? Who are these men? Are they friends of Levi? Enemies? I can’t make sense of it.

The SUV pulls away, kicking up a cloud of dust that hangs in the still morning air. They disappear down the dirt road, leaving behind a scene of quiet devastation. And Levi.

He’s alone. Just standing there, a solitary figure in the middle of the quarry. He doesn’t move for a long moment. Then he slowly turns, and he starts to walk back in the direction of the farmhouse.

He’s alive.

The relief is so intense, so overwhelming, it almost brings me to my knees. My legs feel weak, my body trembling with the force of it. He’s alive. He’s coming back. I wait until he’s closer, until I can see the familiar shape of his body, the determined set of his shoulders. Then I run.

I run out from behind the tree, not caring about anything, not thinking about anything except getting to him. He hears me and stops as I crash into him, throwing myself into his arms. He catches me, holding me tight against his chest, and I bury my face in the crook of his neck, breathing in his scent, the familiar smell of him that’s now mixed with the coppery tang of blood.

“You’re okay,” I sob, the words torn from my throat. “You’re okay. I was so scared.”

“I’m okay, Josie,” he murmurs quietly against my ear. “I’m okay.”

I pull back just enough to look at him, my hands framing his face. There’s a cut on his cheek, a deep gash that’s still oozing blood. His knuckles are bruised and raw. But his eyes... his dark eyes are clear, and they’re fixed on me with an intensity that steals my breath.

“It’s over,” he says, his hand coming up to cup the back of my head, his fingers tangling in my hair. “The danger is gone. Nobody is coming after me anymore. We are safe.”

Tears stream down my face, tears of relief and a joy so profound it hurts. “What happened?” I ask, my voice trembling. “Who were those men?”

“They are my friends,” he says, his gaze softening as he looks at me. “They worked for Morelli too, but they decided to do the right thing and stand by me. They’re dealing with everything now. You don’t need to know more than that.”

I don’t push. I can see in his eyes that he’s done talking about it. All that matters is that he’s here. That he’s alive. That he came back to me. I wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face in his chest, holding on tight. He came back.

“Let’s go home,” he murmurs, pressing a soft kiss to the crown of my head.

I nod and wrap my arm around his waist, leaning into him as we start the walk back to the house.


Chapter Seven
Levi


The walk back to the farmhouse is quiet. The sun is higher now, casting a warm, golden light over the fields. The air is filled with the sound of birdsong, a peaceful, almost idyllic scene that’s in stark contrast to the bloody violence I just left behind. But the violence is already fading, a distant, ugly memory. All I can focus on is the feel of Josie’s body pressed against mine, her arm wrapped tightly around my waist. She’s real. She’s safe. And she’s mine.

I might not have pulled the trigger on Frank Morelli, but I’m not sad he’s gone. The world is a better place without him. I am free to start my life with Josie. A wave of relief washes over me, so strong and powerful it makes my head spin. I am free. I am finally free.

We reach the house, and as we stand on the porch, I turn to her. I need to see her face. I need to see her eyes. Her cheeks are still tear-stained, but her eyes are shining. She looks so beautiful it makes my chest ache.

I open my mouth to say something, to tell her how much she means to me, but the words get stuck in my throat. Before I can find them, she makes a small, choked sound and throws herself at me, her arms wrapping around my neck, her body pressing flush against mine. Her lips find mine, and the kiss is desperate, hungry, a frantic collision of lips and tongues.

My hands come up to grip her hips, pulling her even closer, and I kiss her back with the same desperate hunger. All the fear, all the adrenaline, all the pent-up tension from the last few hours rushes through me, morphing into something dark and primal, a raw, possessive need that burns in my gut. I need to claim her. Not just with a ring or a piece of paper, but with my body, my seed, my soul. I need to make her mine in every way possible.

I lift her in my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist, and I press her against the rough wooden wall of her home. I don’t care that we’re still outside. It’s not like she’s got any neighbors close enough to see what we’re doing. All I care about is her. The feel of her, the taste of her, the sweet, heady scent of her that fills my senses.

I break the kiss, my lips trailing down her neck. My hands move to the front of her shirt, my fingers fumbling with the buttons. “This is it, Josie,” I murmur against her skin, my voice rough with emotion. “This is the start of forever.”

My hands still for a moment, then I continue my work, unbuttoning her shirt with a newfound urgency. “I’m going to fill you with another load of my seed,” I growl, the words a possessive promise. “I’m going to make sure it takes. I’m going to get you pregnant, Josie, and tie you to me forever.”

She lets out a soft moan, her head falling back against the wall, giving me better access to her neck. “Yes,” she whispers, her voice breathy with desire. “I want that. I want you, Levi.”

I pull her shirt open, revealing the soft, creamy skin of her chest. I see a shiver run through her as the cool morning air hits her skin, and without a second thought, I carry her inside, kicking the door shut behind me. I mean to take her upstairs to the bedroom, but as we walk through the kitchen, I decide I can’t wait a second longer. I sit her down on the edge of the nearest countertop, my mouth devouring hers again.

My hands move to her jeans, my fingers finding the button and zipper. She kicks off her boots, then lifts her hips, helping me as I pull her jeans and panties down her legs. I drop the clothes on the floor, then reach behind her to unhook her bra. That too joins the pile on the floor, and then she’s naked, bathed in the soft morning light filtering through the kitchen window.

She’s perfect.

I begin to trail kisses down her body, stopping at her breasts to take a nipple into my mouth, teasing it with my tongue until it’s a hard, pebbled point. She moans, her fingers tangling in my hair, holding me close.

I move to her other breast, giving it the same attention, before I continue my journey south. I kiss my way down her stomach, my hands gripping her hips, holding her still. I can feel the tremors running through her body, the goosebumps rising on her skin.

I kneel on the floor in front of her, my eyes locked on the most intimate part of her. She’s wet for me. So fucking wet. I can see the glistening evidence of her desire, and my own arousal kicks up a notch, my cock straining against the zipper of my jeans.

I lean forward, my tongue darting out to taste her. A single, slow lick from her entrance to her clit. Her hips buck, a sharp gasp escaping her lips. She tastes even better than I imagined. Sweet, and musky, and all Josie.

I do it again, and again, my tongue exploring every inch of her, learning her, memorizing her. I’m a man possessed, a starving man at a feast. I can’t get enough. I want to consume her, to devour her, to lose myself in her.

I focus on her clit, circling it with my tongue, then sucking it into my mouth, applying a gentle pressure that has her crying out my name. Her moans grow louder, more desperate, her hands fisting in my hair, her hips rocking so she can grind herself against my face. I don’t let up. I keep up my assault on her clit, pushing her higher and higher, until she’s a writhing, whimpering mess above me.

“Levi,” she gasps, her voice ragged. “Oh, God, Levi...”

Her thighs clamp down on my head, holding me in place, and then she’s coming, her body shaking, a wave of her wetness soaking my lips and tongue. I don’t pull away. I stay right where I am, my tongue continuing to stroke her, drawing out her orgasm until her body goes limp.

Her thighs loosen their grip on my head, and I slowly stand up, my lips and chin glistening with her arousal. My cock is so hard it’s painful, trapped inside my jeans. I know if I don’t get inside her in the next few seconds, I’m going to lose my mind.

I fumble with my zipper, my hands shaking with need. Finally, my cock springs free, and I grip it in my hand, stroking it a few times, my eyes locked on her. She’s watching me, her chest heaving, her eyes dark with desire.

I line my cock up with her slick entrance, the head nudging against her. “I’m going to get you pregnant, Josie,” I growl, my voice a low, rough rumble. “I’m going to keep fucking you at every opportunity, every single day, until we find out you’re knocked up. I’m going to fill you with so much of my cum that you’ll constantly be dripping with it.”

My breeding talk seems to excite her even more. A soft moan escapes her lips, and she arches her back, pushing her hips toward me, inviting me in. “Yes,” she whispers, her voice a breathy sigh. “Please, Levi. Fill me up. I want your baby inside me.”

I groan and slide into her in one smooth, deep thrust, and the feeling of her tight, wet heat enveloping me is so intense, so overwhelming, it steals my breath. I bury myself to the hilt, my hips flush against hers, and for a moment, I just stay there, savoring the feeling of being inside her again.

This isn’t gentle. I can’t be. Not now. Not when I’m so fucking determined to make sure I claim her womb, her future, her very soul. I pull back, almost all the way out, then slam back into her, hard and deep. She cries out, her head falling back, her arms wrapped around my neck to hold on.

She loves it. I can see it in her face, and hear it in her moans. She loves my frantic, brutal pace, the raw, primal way I’m taking her.

“Faster,” she gasps, her eyes locked on mine. “Harder, Levi. Please.”

I give her what she wants. I pound into her, my movements becoming more erratic, more desperate, my body taking over, driven by a single, all-consuming need. I lean down and capture her lips in a hard, claiming kiss, my tongue delving into her mouth, tasting her, possessing her. All the while, I keep thrusting, my cock pistoning in and out of her, going as deep as I can go, trying to merge our bodies into one.

I can feel her getting close. Her inner walls start to flutter around my cock, her breath coming in short, sharp pants. “Levi,” she whimpers against my lips. “I’m... I’m going to...”

“That’s it, baby,” I growl, my pace quickening even more. “Come for me. Come all over my cock.”

My words are all it takes to send her over the edge. She shatters apart, her body convulsing, her pussy clamping down on my cock in a series of tight, rhythmic spasms. The feeling of her coming around me is too much. It’s the final push I need.

With a guttural groan, I let go, my release tearing through me. I bury myself deep inside her, my hips jerking as I spill my seed, filling her womb with another hot, thick load. I keep thrusting, my movements slowing as I empty myself inside her, wanting to make sure every last drop of my cum is as deep as it can go.

I pull her body closer to mine, my forehead resting against hers, both of us breathing heavily. My kisses grow softer, more tender, a gentle press of my lips against hers. But I don’t pull out. If anything, I push myself deeper, wanting to make sure my seed can’t leak out, wanting to stay inside her as long as I can.

Her fingers gently trace the line of my jaw, her touch feather-light. “Levi,” she whispers, her voice soft, a little shy. “Did you mean it? What you said... about wanting a baby? With me?”

I lift my head, my eyes meeting hers. I can see the vulnerability in her gaze, the hope. And I know I need to make this clear. I need her to understand this isn’t just about the heat of the moment.

“I was deadly serious, Josie,” I say, my voice low and firm. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you. And I intend to keep you pregnant as much as possible over the next few years. I want a house full of kids with your smile and your eyes.”

A slow smile spreads across her face, her whole being lighting up from within. The sight of it hits me like a physical blow, stealing the air from my lungs. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

I grin back at her, feeling a warmth spread through my chest. “Though,” I say, my tone shifting, turning playful. “We’re going to have to take a short break from the baby-making. Just for a few hours.”

Her brow furrows in confusion. “Why?”

“Shopping,” I say, watching as her expression shifts from confusion to surprise.

“Shopping?” she repeats, her head tilting to the side. “For what?”

“For the biggest diamond ring I can find,” I tell her, my voice growing serious again. “Because I’m going to propose to you properly.”

I lean in, my forehead resting against hers. “When we tell that trust you’re engaged and will be married in time to keep the farmhouse, I want you to know it’s real. It’s not a deal; it’s not an arrangement. It’s a promise. I love you, Josie. And I want the whole damn world to know it.”

A tear escapes from the corner of her eye, tracing a path down her cheek. But she’s smiling, a brilliant, radiant smile that could light up the darkest night.

I brush the tear away with my thumb, my touch gentle. “I can’t believe this is real,” she whispers. “I can’t believe you’re real.”

I lean in and kiss her, a soft, lingering kiss that’s full of all the things I can’t put into words. When I pull back, my eyes are fixed on hers. “It’s real, Josie. We’re real.”

I grin, a slow, wolfish smile spreading across my face. “But maybe that shopping trip can wait just another hour or two,” I murmur, my hips rocking against hers, my cock still buried deep inside her. “I have a very important job to do. I have another load to deliver.”

She grins back at me, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You’d better get to it then,” she purrs, wrapping her legs tighter around my waist.

I laugh. A real, genuine laugh. A sound I haven’t made in years. It feels good. Right.

“You’re a demanding little thing, aren’t you?” I growl, my hands moving to grip her hips, my fingers digging into her soft flesh.

“I just know what I want,” she retorts, her confidence growing, her body arching into mine.

“And what’s that?” I ask, my voice a low rumble.

“You,” she says simply, her eyes shining. “All of you.”

“Be careful what you wish for, Josie,” I warn, though there’s no real heat in my words. There’s only a deep, abiding affection. “Because you’re going to get it. All of me. For the rest of your life.”

The way she smiles back at me makes me wonder how I got so damn lucky. But I’m not going to question it. I’m just going to cherish her for the rest of my days.


Epilogue
Levi


Five months later:

The October sun hangs low in the sky, casting long, golden shadows across the fields. The air is crisp, carrying the scent of fallen leaves and the promise of winter. I’m standing beneath the old oak tree by the farmhouse, its branches bare against the pale blue sky. This is it. This is the moment that changes everything. Again.

This isn’t the big wedding I could have given her. The one she deserves. I would have flown her to Paris, or rented out a beach in the Maldives, and invited the whole damn world to celebrate her. But she didn’t want that. She wanted this. Just us, and a couple of witnesses. A small, private ceremony on the land she almost lost, with the home she fought to keep as our backdrop. And if that’s what she wants, then I want it too. No crowds. No town gossip. Just her, the justice of the peace, and the life we’re building together.

My hands are shoved in my pockets, my jaw tight with an emotion I’m still not used to. It’s a strange mix of joy and possessiveness, a deep, aching love that’s so overwhelming it feels like it could swallow me whole. I’ve never felt anything like it before. I never knew I was capable of it.

The back door of the farmhouse opens, and she steps out. My breath catches in my throat. She’s wearing a simple white dress, the fabric clinging to her curves, and she looks like an angel against the rustic backdrop of the old house. The setting sun catches in her hair, turning it into a halo of gold.

And then there’s the bump. The soft, round curve of her belly, pressing against the thin fabric of her dress. It’s only a small bump right now, but I’m all too aware of what Josie carries inside her. Our child. Our future. A wave of pride so fierce it feels like a physical thing washes over me. I did that. I put my baby in her. I claimed her in the most primal way possible, and the proof is right there for anyone to see.

She starts walking toward me, a small, shy smile on her lips, and I can’t look away. I take in every detail: the way her hair cascades over her shoulders, the glow on her face that still makes my chest tighten with awe, the slight waddle in her walk that’s the most goddamn beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

She looks safe. She looks happy.

My mind drifts for a fleeting moment to the past. To the quarry, the blood, the finality of it all. Frank Morelli is gone. His body was never found after the confrontation, and I was never connected to his disappearance. The men who helped end it - my friends - are gone too, scattered to the wind, leaving that life behind for good. Law enforcement closed the case, a cold file gathering dust in a forgotten cabinet. The danger is over. Nothing from that world can touch her or our child. She is mine to protect, and I finally can.

She reaches me, and I take her hand, my fingers lacing with hers. Her skin is soft, warm. The justice of the peace, a kind-faced man from the next town over, clears his throat and begins to speak. His words are a blur, a formal recitation of vows and promises that I barely hear. All I can focus on is her. The way the light catches in her eyes, the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she breathes, the way her thumb strokes the back of my hand, a slow, rhythmic caress that grounds me.

Then it’s my turn. I turn to face her fully, my free hand coming up to cup her cheek, my thumb stroking over the soft skin there. I don’t have any prepared words. I don’t need them. Everything I need to say is right here, in my heart.

“Josie,” I say, my voice low, rough with emotion. “I promise to protect you. I promise to love you. I promise to choose you, every single day, for the rest of my life. I promise to give you the family you always dreamed of, right here in the home you grew up in.” I pause, my gaze dropping to her belly for a second before meeting her eyes again. “I promise to be the husband you deserve, and the father our child will be proud of. You are my home, Josie. You are my peace. You are everything.”

Tears well up in her eyes, but she’s smiling, a beautiful, radiant smile that makes my chest ache. When the justice of the peace asks if she takes me to be her lawfully wedded husband, she doesn’t hesitate.

“I do,” she says, her voice clear and strong, ringing with a conviction that settles something deep inside me.

When the officiant asks me the same question, my response is just as immediate, just as sure.

“I do.”

He pronounces us husband and wife. And that’s it. It’s done. She’s mine. Not because of a deal, not because of a trust, but because we chose each other. Because I would walk through fire for this woman, and she, bless her heart, chose to let me.

I don’t wait for him to tell me I can kiss the bride. I pull her into my arms, one hand resting possessively over the swell of her belly, the other tangling in her hair as I lower my lips to hers. The kiss is slow, reverent, full of all the things I can’t express. It’s the sealing of a truth I’ve known since the moment I saw her in that barn, with a shotgun in her hands and a fire in her eyes.

When I finally pull back, she’s breathless, her cheeks flushed, her lips swollen from my kiss. She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

“Mrs. McAllister,” I murmur, a slow grin spreading across my face.

Her smile is a little shy, a little mischievous. “I like the sound of that.”

“Me too,” I say, my hand stroking over her belly. “I like the sound of that a lot.”

We say our goodbyes to the justice of the peace and his wife, who was our witness, thanking them for coming. They drive away, leaving us alone in the quiet of the fading light. The only sounds are the rustle of leaves in the breeze and the distant lowing of cattle.

I turn to her, my hands framing her face, my thumbs stroking over her cheekbones. “So,” I say, my voice low. “What do you want to do, Mrs. McAllister? Do you want to go into town for a celebratory dinner? Or do you want me to carry you over that threshold and give you a proper wedding night?”

Her eyes darken, a spark of desire igniting in their depths. “I think you know the answer to that,” she whispers, her hands coming up to rest on my chest.

I laugh. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

In one smooth motion, I sweep her up into my arms. She lets out a surprised squeal, her arms wrapping around my neck, and I carry her toward the house, my steps sure and steady.

It’s our first night together as husband and wife, and just the beginning of the forever we’re going to spend together.

***
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