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Chapter One




Clara








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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It’s probably fine, though.

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

God, what even is my life right now?

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

Me, apparently.

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

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

I run a hand down my face and sigh.

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

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

And that counts for something, right?

Eventually, I get up.

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

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

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

Dane Mercer.

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

I can’t stop staring.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

God, I need to get a grip.

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

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

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

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

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

That’s all I’m supposed to need.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cool. Great.

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

I try again. “You always this talkative?”

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

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

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

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

He just... helps. Silent. Solid.

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

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

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

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

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

He just nods. “Don’t lock the door.”

My stomach flips. “Why?”

“In case something happens.”

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

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

The bathroom is cold.

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

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

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

For a second, it works.

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

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

Until I saw him.

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

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

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

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

I ran.

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

Until I was finally handed off to Dane.

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

Not again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

By eighteen, I was out. Free. Independent.

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

I hate it.

But I’m still here.

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














Chapter Two




Dane








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

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

Christ, I want her.

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

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

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

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

God, do I see her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But then I saw the photo.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She’s mine.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Instead, I turn and head for the door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But Jesus Christ, she’s perfect.

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

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

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

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

And yet here we are.

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

I’ll protect her with my life.














Chapter Three




Clara








I
 wake
 up
 to
 cold.

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

But mostly, I feel... damp.

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

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

What the hell?

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

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

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

“Clara?”

I jolt again. Dane.

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

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

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

“Sorry. I... I’m fine. Just... cold.”

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

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

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

He frowns, and I bolt.

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

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

What the hell is wrong with me?

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

“Clara. Open the door.”

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

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

Nope. Definitely not. No way.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Dane’s entire body stills.

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

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

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

He looks down at me, his eyes narrowing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I need to see.”

I blink. “See... what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Happy now?” I mutter.

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

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

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

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

I’m frozen. Heart pounding.

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

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

And he takes a single step closer.














Chapter Four




Dane








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

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

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

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

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

But she doesn’t.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Fuck.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You don’t,” I say firmly.

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

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

I swallow hard.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But Jesus.

The taste of her…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

That’s all the permission I need.

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

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

I want all of her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Only then do I let her go.

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

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

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

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

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

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














Chapter Five




Clara








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

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

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

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

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

I clear my throat. “Right. Got it.”

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

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

Yeah, Dane’s hands were really good.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh. Okay. That explains the noise.

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

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

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

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

“Clara,” he says, going still.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Focus, Clara.

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

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

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

“That’s good,” he says. “No pain?”

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

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

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

Nope. Still dry. Thank God.

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

Dane’s eyes darken. “You need help?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Good. That makes two of us.














Chapter Six




Clara








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

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

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

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

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

“A bit. But I needed some air.”

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

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

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

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

Right. I know that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

God, his presence is so solid. So safe.

I nod slowly. “Okay.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nod. Swallow. Try not to crumble.

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

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

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

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

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

For a moment, Dane doesn’t move.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His eyes are still on me. Steady. Searching.

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

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

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

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

So I do.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What are we doing?” I whisper.

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

I know I should pull away.

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

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

Dane doesn’t hesitate.

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

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

He’s letting me control the kiss.

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

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

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

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

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

Oh God, that’s big.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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














Chapter Seven




Dane








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

Fuck.

I can’t get enough of this woman.

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

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

She’s already nodding. “Yes. Please.”

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

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

Fuck, she smells like heaven.

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

“Dane,” she breathes.

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

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

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

“Dane,” she says again.

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

“Clara.”

She opens her eyes and looks down at me.

“Come for me.”

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

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

“Dane, oh god. Yes. Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay?” I ask, my voice strained.

“More,” she demands.

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

“Don’t stop,” she gasps.

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

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

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

“You can move,” she says.

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

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

“Harder,” she whispers.

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

“Dane. Please. More.”

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

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

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

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

“Yes, Dane. Oh, fuck. Yes!”

She comes hard, and I feel it everywhere.

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

And then I’m coming too.

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

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

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

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

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

It’s what my girl deserves.














Chapter Eight




Clara








I
 jolt
 awake,
 my
 breath catching in my throat.

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

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

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

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

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

Victor Krause has found me.

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

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

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

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

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

And then he’s gone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I can’t breathe. I can’t move.

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

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

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

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

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

A crash shatters every thought.

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

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

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

I don’t get far, though.

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

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

Vincent Krause.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My blood runs cold.

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

But fear latches onto my ribs like a vice.

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

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

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

And behind him...

“Dane.” I barely get the word out.

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

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

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

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

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














Chapter Nine




Clara








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

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

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

Krause is gone.

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

It’s over. It’s really, truly over.

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

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

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

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

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

He wraps both arms around me and holds me tight.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Clara.”

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

He kisses me, and I melt.

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

“I’m crazy in love with you, Clara.”

“You are?”

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

“We’re free,” I whisper.

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

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

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

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

My fingers go to the hem of his shirt.

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

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

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

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

“You fought so hard for me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Fuck, Clara,” he hisses. “Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

“But... isn’t that the point?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Clara,” he pants. “Baby, I’m close.”

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

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

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

“Dane!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I know we will,” I say.

And I really mean it.

Because now, we’re free.














Epilogue




Clara









One
 year
 later:



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You okay?” Dane asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My heart kicks. “Okay...”

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

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

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

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

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

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

***


Check out my site to sign up to my newsletter, so you can keep up to date with all my latest releases and special offers! And in return, you’ll get a free book!
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