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Chapter One
Harper


The lights in the ballroom are too bright, making my head ache. Or maybe that’s just the strain in my shoulders from arranging these ridiculously heavy floral centerpieces. Each table needs one, and there are at least fifty of them stretching across this cavernous space. I adjust a spray of white peonies in a crystal vase, my fingers trembling slightly as I work.

“Almost done, Harper,” my boss, Laura, calls from across the room. She’s perched on a small stepladder, fluffing a garland that drapes over the entrance. “Just need to make sure every guest feels like they’ve walked into a garden when they arrive.”

I nod even though she can’t see me, my mind drifting. A charity gala. The kind of event I’ve only ever dreamed of, where women wear dresses that cost more than my monthly rent and men sip champagne from flutes that sparkle in the chandelier light. I don’t belong here, not really. But Laura needed extra hands, and I needed the money.

My stomach knots as I think about why I’m really dreading tonight. Zach’s father is speaking. Mason Carter. The name alone sends a shiver down my spine, though I’ve never met the man. Zach and his mother, Cynthia, always spoke of him with a kind of casual contempt, as if he were a burden rather than a benefactor. “He thinks money can fix everything,” Zach would sneer. “He throws cash at us like it’s supposed to make up for never being around.”

But I never saw it that way. I’d seen the tuition payments for Zach’s private college, the expensive cars, the designer clothes. I’d seen how Mason continued to support his ex-wife’s lifestyle despite their divorce. To me, it had always seemed like love, or at least a desperate attempt at connection. I felt sorry for the mysterious Mason Carter, the unseen villain in their family drama. After all, he had no reason to keep doing those things for Cynthia, seeing as the whole reason they were divorced was that she had cheated on him.

And from what I can see, the apple didn’t fall far from the ungrateful tree with Zach. I dated him for six months, and at first, he’d seemed really nice. Loving and affectionate. But the longer we were together without physical intimacy, the colder he’d become. It didn’t matter to him that I wasn’t ready, that there were things I didn’t feel safe sharing with him. All Zach cared about was that I wouldn’t spread my legs for him, and over time, he’d pressured me more and more. When I couldn’t handle it anymore, I’d had no choice but to end things with him.

It’s been two months since I broke up with Zach, and yet he still calls me all the time, wanting to hook up. As if he thinks that will work now we’re no longer together. I honestly regret ever getting together with him in the first place. He’s been nothing but a headache.

“Careful with that one, Harper,” Laura calls, dragging me out of my thoughts. “It’s the sponsor’s table.”

I straighten up, my back protesting as I smooth down my little black dress. This is it. The head table, right at the front where Mason Carter will sit. I arrange the flowers with extra care, the perfume of roses and lilies filling the air around me.

“Looking good,” a deep voice says behind me.

I jump, my fingers slipping on the cool crystal rim of the vase, nearly sending it crashing to the marble floor. My heart pounds against my ribs as I turn, and I find myself face-to-face with a tall, handsome older man who I hadn’t even noticed entering. He has dark hair with just a touch of distinguished silver at the temples, and the most piercing gray eyes I’ve ever seen; like storm clouds, but somehow warm too. They’re intense, focused entirely on me as if nothing else in the world exists.

His tuxedo fits him perfectly, tailored to broad shoulders and a lean frame that wouldn’t look out of place on a much younger man. Something in the way he carries himself radiates confidence. The kind that comes from having power over others, from being used to getting what he wants.

“Thank you,” I manage, my voice barely a whisper. I smooth a stray strand of hair behind my ear, suddenly feeling plain and out of place in my simple dress among all this opulence.

“They’re beautiful,” he says, stepping closer. “But not as beautiful as the woman arranging them.”

A blush creeps up my neck, heating my cheeks. I’ve never been good at accepting compliments, especially not from men who look like they stepped out of a fashion magazine. “I’m just doing my job.”

A small smile plays on his lips. “You do it well.” His gaze drops to my hands, still resting on the vase. “You have a gentle touch.”

My breath catches, a sudden hitch that makes the air in my lungs feel thick and heavy. There’s something in his eyes, a warmth that feels almost intimate, even though we’ve only just met. It’s a strange and wonderful feeling that makes my heart do a little flip.

The air between us crackles with an energy I can’t explain, a current that flows from him to me and back again, leaving a tingling sensation on my skin. I’ve never felt anything like this before, not with Zach or anyone else, and a part of me wants to lean into it, to see where it might lead, while another part wants to run away from the intensity of it all.

“I’m Harper,” I say, extending my hand before I can second-guess myself.

His fingers close around mine, sending a jolt up my arm that feels like electricity dancing beneath my skin. His grip is firm but gentle, possessive in a way that makes my heart race. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Harper.”

He doesn’t offer his name, just holds my hand for a beat longer than necessary, his thumb brushing lightly over my knuckles to send another wave of tingles through me. His gray eyes darken slightly as he looks at me, and I feel myself flushing under the intensity of his gaze.

The ballroom doors open, and guests begin to stream in, their laughter and conversation filling the space. The man’s eyes flick toward the entrance, a flicker of something professional in their depths. “I have to attend to some things before the speeches begin.”

Disappointment washes over me as he pulls his hand away. I hadn’t realized how much I wanted this conversation to continue.

But then he reaches into his jacket pocket, producing a business card with a gold embossed logo. His fingers brush against mine as he presses it into my palm. “I hope you’ll call me soon.”

My heart flutters in my chest, a dizzying rush of excitement that makes the room tilt slightly. This handsome, powerful man who carries himself with such quiet authority wants to see me again. Me. A plain twenty-year-old who spends her days surrounded by flowers with soil under her fingernails, and her nights taking care of her sister and niece in a cramped little apartment. The thought that someone like him would notice me, let alone pursue me, sends a thrill through my veins that I haven’t ever felt before.

I look down at the card, my fingers tracing the elegant lettering. The name jumps out at me, and my stomach drops.

Mason Carter.

Of course. Of course it would be him. The father of my ex-boyfriend.

My breath catches in my throat. The flutter in my chest transforms into a heavy weight, pulling me down into confusion and dread. This can’t be happening. I can’t possibly have this reaction to Zach’s father. It’s wrong. It’s inappropriate. It’s something I can’t even begin to process. And yet, the memory of his touch, the warmth in his eyes, the way my whole body responded to him... it was real.

I’ve spent the last two months rebuilding my life after Zach, convincing myself that I deserve better than someone who only wants me for my body. Now I find myself drawn to his father, a man I’ve only ever heard spoken of with contempt. A man who, according to Zach and Cynthia, is cold, distant, and more concerned with money than people. But that’s not what I saw. I saw warmth. I saw something deeper, something that called out to a part of me I didn’t know existed.

I can’t believe this is happening.


Chapter Two
Mason


I watch her as she stares down at the card in her trembling hands. Her delicate fingers trace the embossed letters of my name as if they hold some secret she’s trying to decipher. Her brow is furrowed, those full lips parted slightly in a way that makes my blood thicken in my veins. She looks like a startled fawn, all wide, doe-like eyes and graceful uncertainty. In that moment, I want nothing more than to gather her into my arms and kiss those pretty lips until she’s breathless.

How have I lived forty-two years without this woman in my life? The question slams into me with the force of a physical blow. Just minutes ago, I was content in my solitude, focused on expanding my business, thinking I had everything I needed. Now I know I had nothing. Nothing that mattered.

My mind races with images I shouldn’t be entertaining here, in the middle of a ballroom that is quickly filling with people. I picture her in my bed, those dark curls spread across my pillows, her creamy skin flushed with desire as I worship every inch of her body. I want to forget about this damned charity event, take her home with me, and spend the rest of my life making her moan my name as I fill her womb with my seed. As I claim her sweet little body as mine in every possible way. The thought is so primal, so possessive, it would alarm me if I were feeling like my usual, rational self.

People begin to drift around us, but they’re just background noise. The world has narrowed to this small space between us, charged with an electricity I haven’t felt in years. Never, actually. Not like this.

Then a familiar, unwelcome presence shatters the bubble.

“Mason?”

I turn slowly, reluctant to break my gaze from Harper. Cynthia stands there, looking exactly as she did two decades ago when I’d married her; blonde, polished, and with that calculating smile that never quite reaches her eyes. Beside her is Zach, my son. At twenty, he’s a younger version of me in looks only, with the same dark hair and tall frame. But the entitled pout on his face and the lazy way he holds himself tells me everything I need to know about the man he’s becoming.

Or rather, the boy he’s refusing to outgrow.

Frustration coils in my gut like a snake. I’m always glad to see Zach, even with the nagging worry about the path he’s on, but seeing Cynthia... that’s a different story. My ex-wife has the ability to turn every moment into something sour, and I refuse to let her do that now.

“Cynthia,” I say, my voice carefully neutral. “Zach. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“We heard you were speaking,” Cynthia says. “We wanted to support you.”

Zach’s eyes have already drifted past me, landing on Harper with a predatory gleam that makes my teeth clench. “Well, well,” he says, moving until he’s standing far too close to her for my comfort. “Look what we have here.”

Harper flinches slightly at his proximity, and a strange expression crosses her face. Something I can’t quite read, but it’s there and gone in an instant. Fear? Annoyance? Whatever it is, it vanishes, replaced by a carefully blank mask.

“Hello, Zach,” she says, her voice quiet, almost brittle. “Cynthia.”

“You know each other?” I ask, though the answer is already forming in my mind with a sickening certainty.

“We sure do,” Zach says, slinging an arm around Harper’s shoulders. She tenses beneath his touch, her body rigid with discomfort. “Harper and I go way back. Isn’t that right, babe?”

The endearment grates on my nerves like sandpaper. Babe. As if she belongs to him.

Harper shifts away from him, a subtle but clear movement that doesn’t go unnoticed. “It was nice to see you,” she says, her gaze flicking between them and me before landing on a spot on the floor. “Excuse me.”

Before any of us can respond, she’s gone, weaving through the growing crowd and disappearing from sight.

I watch her retreat, something cold and sharp twisting in my chest. What was that look on her face? Why did she run?

“Still hoping to get back together with her, son?” Cynthia asks, oblivious to the tension thrumming through me. “She’s a sweet girl.”

Zach smirks, a knowing, cocky expression that makes me want to wipe it off his face. “Oh, yeah. She’ll come around. How could she resist me?” He puffs out his chest, the same arrogant posturing I’ve seen since he was a teenager. “We had something special; she just needs a little reminding.”

The thought of my immature, reckless son with a woman like Harper makes something hot and dangerous coil in my gut. An irrational anger, raw and possessive, rises in me. The idea is so fundamentally wrong that it makes me want to hit something.

But I push it down, burying it beneath years of practiced control. “What are you really doing here, Cynthia?” I ask, changing the subject. “You’ve never attended any of my work events before. Not even when we were married.”

She smooths down her silk dress, a nervous habit I recognize from our former life together. “We wanted to support you, Mason. You’re Zach’s father.”

Before I can respond to that, Zach cuts in. “I need a new Mercedes, Dad.” He says it like it’s a given, like he’s asking for the salt at dinner, not for a vehicle that costs more than most people make in a year.

I stare at him. “What happened to the last one I bought you?”

A muscle in Zach’s jaw works. “I had a little... accident.” He can’t meet my eyes.

“An accident?” My voice is dangerously quiet. “Were you drinking?”

Zach shoves his hands in his pockets, suddenly fascinated by the marble floor.

“He’s been under a lot of stress at college!” Cynthia jumps in, her voice rising defensively. “He made one small mistake.”

And there it is. The confirmation I needed. The reason they’re really here. Not to support me, but to hit me up for more money to fix their latest disaster.

“Mistake?” I turn to face my son fully, letting the mask of civility slip just enough for him to see the disappointment in my eyes. “Driving drunk is not a mistake, Zach. It’s a choice. A stupid, selfish choice that could have killed someone.”

“It wasn’t like that,” he mumbles.

“No?” I lean in closer, my voice dropping lower. “Then what was it like? Tell me.”

He stays silent, sullen. Just like always when cornered. Never taking responsibility.

“Until you can learn to be responsible,” I continue, “I’m not buying you anything else. You’re lucky I don’t take back the other cars I’ve already bought you. You’re twenty years old. It’s past time you started understanding that actions have consequences.”

“But how am I supposed to get to college?” he whines.

“Use one of the other three cars sitting in the garage at the house you and your mother still live in,” I say, my patience wearing thin. “The one I’m still paying for.”

“But I like the Mercedes,” he says, pushing his luck with that whining tone that always drives me crazy.

I open my mouth to say something, but Cynthia puts a hand on my arm. “That’s enough, Mason. You’ve made your point.”

“Have I?” I ask, my gaze unwavering. “Because I don’t think I have. Not yet.”

The ballroom lights dim slightly, signaling that the event is about to begin. People are finding their seats, the murmur of conversation quieting to a low hum.

“We should sit down,” Cynthia says, already turning toward a table near the front.

I watch them, my mind still reeling from my encounter with Harper and now this confrontation with my son. Through it all, images of Harper keep pushing their way to the front of my thoughts. The flush on her cheeks when I complimented her. The way her eyes widened when she read my name on the card. The tension in her shoulders when Zach touched her.

She looked... scared. Uncomfortable. Whatever their history, it’s clear she doesn’t want anything to do with him. But the way Zach spoke about her, as if she were a possession he was entitled to reclaim... that’s going to be a problem.

A big one.

I take my seat at the head table, nodding politely at the other sponsors who have joined me. Cynthia and Zach are at a nearby table, clearly still pouting. Zach has his phone out, probably complaining to his friends about how unfair I am. Cynthia is watching me with that calculating expression again, wondering how to work this to her advantage.

I ignore them both, scanning the room for Harper. I don’t see her among the guests, which means she’s probably still working, still hiding. I wonder what she’s thinking right now. Does she know how completely she’s captivated me? Does she feel the same connection I did?

The lights dim further, and the spotlight hits the stage. The event coordinator steps up to the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Annual Children’s Hospital Charity Gala. We have a wonderful evening planned for you, filled with good food, entertainment, and most importantly, the opportunity to help the children in our community who need it most.”

Polite applause fills the room.

“And now,” she continues, “it is my honor to welcome a man who needs no introduction. A successful businessman, a philanthropist, and most importantly, someone who truly cares about making a difference in our community. Please welcome the CEO of Carter Enterprises, Mason Carter.”

Applause swells as I stand and walk toward the stage. I’ve given countless speeches in my life, but I’ve never felt this... off-balance. My mind keeps drifting back to Harper.

I adjust the microphone to my height, my hands steady despite the turmoil in my chest. I scan the room, making eye contact with a few of the other board members, nodding to my assistant who’s sitting at a nearby table. Then my gaze drifts to the back of the room, where staff are still circulating.

And then I see her.

She’s standing by the wall, half-hidden in the shadows near the exit, as if ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. Her head is bowed, her attention on the floor, but then she lifts her head as if she can feel my gaze on her, and our eyes meet. A jolt passes between us across the crowded room, an invisible thread connecting us in this sea of people. Her cheeks flush, and her lips part slightly, but she doesn’t look away. She holds my gaze, and in that moment, the world falls away again.

She deserves a real man, I vow to myself. A man who will protect her, provide for her, cherish her for the sweet, gentle soul she is. Not some careless boy who will break her the same way he breaks most things he touches. She deserves someone who will worship her body, not just use it for pleasure.

And I’m just the man for the job.

I tear my eyes away from her, forcing myself to focus on the speech I need to give. But my words feel hollow now, rehearsed and meaningless. All I can think about is the beautiful young woman in the shadows at the back of the room, and how I’m going to make her mine.


Chapter Three
Harper


The key turns in the lock with a familiar click that usually signals comfort, but tonight it just feels heavy. My feet ache in the heels I’ve been wearing for far too many hours, and my dress, once elegant, now feels scratchy and constricting. I push the door open quietly, wincing as it makes a slight creaking sound in the silence of our small apartment. The last thing I want is to wake baby Alice if she’s sleeping.

The lights in the living room are dimmed to a soft golden glow, creating a warm, intimate space that immediately soothes some of the tension in my shoulders. And then I see my sister, Christina, sitting in her favorite armchair, her head bent over Alice as she feeds her a bottle. The sight catches at my heart, a sudden ache of love so intense it makes my chest feel tight. Her expression is focused and tender as she looks down at her daughter. Alice’s tiny fingers curl around the bottle, her eyes half-closed in contentment.

For a moment, I just stand in the doorway, watching them. Six months ago, Alice came into this world, all wrinkled and perfect. And just a few weeks after that, Christina received the diagnosis that shattered our world. Hodgkin’s lymphoma. I remember the sterile white walls of the doctor’s office, the way Christina’s face had gone completely blank as the doctor explained it to us. I remember her hands shaking so violently in mine that I could feel each individual tremor.

Then, just when we thought things couldn’t get worse, Mark - Alice’s father and Christina’s boyfriend at the time - packed a bag and left. I’ll never forget the cruel words he spat at Christina as he walked out the door. “I can’t do this,” he’d said. “I can’t handle a newborn baby and a cancer diagnosis. I’m twenty-five, Chris. I’m not ready for this kind of responsibility.” The door had slammed shut behind him, leaving Christina shaking with rage and grief.

So, Christina and Alice moved in with me, and my cozy two-bedroom apartment suddenly became a sanctuary for the three of us. I’d rearranged my schedule, taken on extra shifts at the flower shop, and learned to navigate the world of chemotherapy appointments and medical terminology. I watched my sister lose her hair, her strength, sometimes her hope, but never her love for her daughter. Through it all, she held on to Alice like a lifeline, even on the days when she was too weak to get out of bed.

But now, things are different. The treatment is over, and we found out just a few days ago that the disease is gone. The cancer has retreated, leaving behind a scarred but healing body and a future that’s suddenly bright with possibility. Seeing Christina sitting here, healthy and feeding her daughter, is like seeing the sun after a long, dark winter.

Christina looks up as I step further into the room, a soft smile playing on her lips. “Hey, you. How was the gala?”

“It went well,” I say, forcing a brightness I don’t feel. I don’t want to talk about Mason or Zach right now, not when this peaceful moment feels so fragile. “The flowers looked beautiful.”

“I bet they did,” she says, her gaze already shifting back to the baby in her arms.

Christina continues feeding Alice, and I head toward my bedroom after giving them both a kiss on the forehead. I close the door softly behind me, leaning against it for a moment as the events of the evening wash over me again. Mason. Zach. The way Mason looked at me, the intensity in those storm-gray eyes that seemed to follow me wherever I went.

I sit on the edge of my bed, pulling the breast pump out of its case on my nightstand. The plastic pieces feel familiar in my hands, a routine I’ve grown used to over the past few months. Christina had been so distraught about the idea of having to stop breastfeeding Alice because of the chemotherapy that I’d stepped in. I’d researched induced lactation, taken the supplements, used the pump religiously until my body responded. And now, months later, I produce enough milk to feed my niece, which Christina gives to Alice in a bottle.

It’s a strange arrangement, one that makes me feel both proud and deeply self-conscious. How do you explain that to someone, especially a potential partner? How do you tell a man that your body produces milk for a baby that isn’t yours?

I take off my dress and attach the pump to my breast, adjusting it until it’s positioned correctly, then switch on the machine. The rhythmic suckling sound fills the quiet of my room, a steady, mechanical heartbeat. My mind drifts back to Mason, to the way he made me feel. Alive. Desired. Seen. For the first time in a long time, I’d felt like more than just a caretaker, a sister, an employee. I’d felt like a woman.

But then I saw him with Zach, with Cynthia. And I realized the truth. This man, this powerful, captivating older man who made my pulse race and my breath catch, was Zach’s father. The same Zach who had pressured me for sex, and who had made me feel broken for not being ready.

I’d always hoped that an older, more mature man would understand, would accept me as I am, even with this strange, secret part of my life. I’d never felt Zach was mature enough to handle it, which was why I’d hidden it from him. Why I’d refused to have sex with him. Because there would have been no way to keep this from him during moments of intimacy. But with Mason, for those brief seconds before I knew who he was, I’d let myself hope. I’d imagined him looking at me, seeing the real me, and not running away.

Now those hopes are crushed. Even if Mason could accept this part of me, even if he could understand why I do what I do, nothing can happen between us. It’s too complicated. The thought sends a wave of disappointment through me, so strong it feels almost like grief. For what could have been, for the connection I felt and now must deny myself.

I switch the pump to my other breast, then let my thoughts drift back to the gala, to the way Mason’s eyes had followed me across the room. Even when he was giving his speech, I’d felt his attention on me, a physical presence that made my skin tingle and my stomach flutter.

I’d had to leave halfway through. I couldn’t stay there, couldn’t handle the intensity of his gaze when things were so complicated. When everything I was feeling was so wrong. So I’d slipped out, my heart pounding, and caught a cab home. Alone. Confused. Aching for something I couldn’t have.

Once I’m done, I quickly pull on some pajamas and take the milk into the kitchen, pouring it into a storage bag and labeling it with the date before putting it in the freezer with the rest of the supply. Which is enough to feed several babies for a few weeks at least. Christina has gone, presumably to put Alice back down in her crib. The apartment is quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator. I lean against the counter, closing my eyes, willing myself to push thoughts of Mason away. To focus on what’s real, what’s important.

My sister is healthy. My niece is safe and loved. That’s what matters.

And as much as I’m dying to call Mason, to hear his voice again, I know I can’t. Not now. Not after discovering he’s Zach’s father. That makes him off-limits. Completely. The thought settles in my stomach like a stone. I have to resist the temptation, no matter how much it hurts.

No matter how much I want to know what might have been.


Chapter Four
Mason


I’m definitely not stalking Harper.

I’m just... concerned. That’s all. She never called me, and after the way she rushed out of the gala before I could speak to her again, I need to know she’s okay. Is it any wonder that I felt the need to contact the event organizer this morning to find out who had provided the flowers for the event? Or felt the need to come check on her? That’s why I’m sitting in my car, a discreet distance from the florist shop, watching her through the big window.

It’s been two days. Forty-eight hours of absolute hell. I’ve replayed our brief interaction a thousand times in my mind. The flush on her cheeks when I called her beautiful. The way her breath hitched. The electricity that crackled between us when our hands touched. It wasn’t one-sided. I know it wasn’t. So why hasn’t she called?

I can only assume it’s because of who I am. Her ex-boyfriend’s father. And I can understand why that would make her hesitate. Hell, it even made me feel like maybe I can’t have her for a brief second. But I already know I can’t live without her in my life, and I’m not going to let anyone or anything stop me from making her mine.

Through the window, I watch Harper as she moves around the shop with a fluid grace that mesmerizes me. She’s wearing a simple green apron over a white t-shirt and black jeans, her dark hair tied back with a ribbon. Even from here, I can see the concentration on her face as she trims stems and arranges flowers with those gentle, capable hands. There’s a sweetness to her, an innocence that calls to something deep and primal within me. The need to protect. To cherish. To own.

Then, a young man walks into the shop. He looks to be about Harper’s age, all bright smiles and easy charm. A hot, irrational surge of possessiveness washes over me as I watch him lean against the counter, talking to Harper. She smiles at him, and it’s just a polite, professional smile, but it’s enough to make my jaw clench. I have to remind myself that she’s at work. That this is just a customer. That she’s not like my ex-wife. But every time she laughs at something he says, my fists tighten on the steering wheel. I want to storm in there, wrap my arm around her waist, and pull her against me, making it clear to this little punk that she’s already taken.

Instead, I take a deep breath and force myself to stay put. To watch. To wait. I’m not a teenager driven by jealousy. I’m a grown man, and I know how to be patient when necessary.

Harper helps the young man pick out some flowers, her fingers deftly arranging them into a beautiful bouquet. She’s a true artist, taking simple stems and creating something extraordinary. She wraps the flowers in paper and ties them with a string, then hands them to him. He pays, says something that makes her smile again, and then he’s gone.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

As I continue to watch, another woman emerges from the back of the shop. Older, maybe in her fifties, with hair that’s already turned silver. I recognize her immediately. She was at the gala with Harper, helping with the flowers. The two women talk for a few seconds, their heads bent together in conversation. Then Harper disappears into the back of the shop, presumably on a break.

This is my chance. I can’t sit here any longer, watching from a distance like some kind of creep. I need to talk to her. To touch her. To see those beautiful eyes up close again.

I get out of the car, straightening my suit jacket as I walk across the street. The bell above the door jingles softly as I enter the shop, and the older woman looks up, her face breaking into a warm smile.

“Well, hello there,” she says, clearly recognizing me. “Mason Carter, isn’t it? Your speech at the gala was absolutely wonderful. So inspiring.”

“Thank you,” I say, my mind only half on the conversation. “I appreciate that.”

“I’m Laura,” she says, extending her hand. “The manager here. What can I help you with today, Mr. Carter?”

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Laura,” I say, shaking her hand. “I was actually hoping to speak with Harper, if she’s available.”

Laura’s smile widens, her eyes twinkling with a knowing look. “She’s on her break. In the back. Go on through,” she says, gesturing towards a doorway behind the counter. “I’m sure she won’t mind.”

“Thank you,” I nod, my heart beginning to pound in my chest. I walk past the counter and down a short hallway, my shoes squeaking slightly on the linoleum floor. There’s only one closed door, which I assume leads to the break room. I knock briefly, three sharp raps against the wood, then turn the knob and push the door open without waiting for a response.

The sight before me stops me in my tracks.

Harper is sitting at a small table, facing towards the door. Her apron is off, draped over the back of her chair. Her t-shirt is pulled up and her bra cup pulled down to expose one perfect, creamy breast, and attached to it is a small plastic pump. A soft, rhythmic humming fills the room, the only sound aside from her sharp intake of breath as she sees me. Her eyes widen in shock, those beautiful dark irises suddenly huge with surprise. She freezes for a second, like a frightened deer caught in headlights, before scrambling to cover herself.

“Oh my God!” she gasps, fumbling with her shirt, her hands trembling as she tries to make herself decent. “I’m so sorry, I... you can’t just walk in like that!”

But I’m not listening. My attention is riveted to the pump on the table in front of her. It’s about half-full of a white liquid. My throat suddenly goes dry. That’s her milk. It came from her body. From the beautiful, perfect breast she’s just hidden from view.

And I am suddenly, overwhelmingly, consumed by the need to taste it.

The thought slams into me with the force of a tidal wave. I’ve had this woman in my head for two days straight, her smile, her blush, the way her body responded to mine. But this... this is something I never could have anticipated. It’s so intimate, so fundamentally feminine. The urge to drop to my knees and put my lips where that pump just was... it’s almost more than I can handle.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, my voice rougher than I intended. I force my gaze away from the pump, focusing on her face. She’s completely flustered now, her cheeks flushed a deep, mortified pink. She looks away from me, unable to meet my eyes.

“No, it’s... it’s my fault,” she stammers. “I should have locked the door.”

I shake my head, stepping further into the room and closing the door behind me. The click of the latch seems unnaturally loud in the small space. “No. I should have waited for you to answer.”

We stand there in silence for a moment, the awkwardness so thick it feels like a physical presence. Harper fidgets with the hem of her t-shirt, her gaze fixed on the floor. I can almost hear the thoughts racing through her head, the embarrassment and shame.

“It’s not what you think,” she says finally, her voice barely a whisper. She still won’t look at me.

“What do I think?” I ask, my tone gentle. I want to hear her explain it. I need to know what’s going on in that pretty head of hers.

She takes a deep breath, then looks up at me. “I’m not... I don’t have a baby, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“That wasn’t what I was thinking,” I say honestly. “But I’m glad you told me.”

“My sister,” she continues, her fingers twisting in the fabric of her shirt. “She was diagnosed with cancer. Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Just a few weeks after she gave birth to her daughter. The chemotherapy meant she couldn’t breastfeed, and I... I wanted to help. So I induced lactation. So Alice could still get all the goodness of breast milk. So my niece could have the best start, even while her mom was fighting for her life.”

My chest tightens at her words. The selflessness of it. The love. She’s not just beautiful; she’s good. So good it hurts. This sweet, gentle soul, willing to put her own body through changes to help her sister and her niece. My admiration for her deepens, expanding until it fills every corner of my heart. She’s so much more than I ever imagined.

“Christina’s done with treatment now,” she adds, her voice softening. “She’s in remission. We just found out. But... she doesn’t produce milk anymore. And I guess I like doing this for them.”

The possessive thoughts that have been simmering in my mind since I met her, which I’ve tried to push aside in favor of more rational considerations, now come roaring back to the surface, hot and undeniable. The thought of another man experiencing this intimacy with her, of anyone else getting to taste that sweetness... it’s unacceptable. Unthinkable.

“Did Zach ever...?” The words are out before I can stop them. I force myself to meet her eyes, needing to see the truth in them. “Did he ever get to taste your milk?”

Harper flinches at the question, her cheeks flushing even deeper. “No,” she whispers, shaking her head. “No, he didn’t. I never told him about it. I was too embarrassed. I thought... I thought he wouldn’t like it. That he would think it was weird.”

Relief washes over me, so intense it feels like a physical weight being lifted from my chest. “Good,” I say, my voice low and possessive. “Because I’m the only man allowed to drink your milk from now on.”


Chapter Five
Harper


The words hang in the air between us, heavy and absolute.

“I’m the only man allowed to drink your milk from now on.”

I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. I can hardly breathe. The possessiveness in Mason’s tone isn’t angry or demanding. It’s a statement of fact, delivered with the quiet certainty of a man who knows exactly what he wants, and has no doubt he’s going to get it.

And it makes me tingle all over. From the tips of my toes to the roots of my hair. A slow, delicious heat spreads through my veins, pooling deep in my belly. The shame I’ve been carrying for months, the embarrassment that’s made me hide this part of myself away... it’s not there anymore. In its place is this breathless, dizzying feeling of being wanted. Not just wanted, but claimed.

When I’d first met Mason, for those few brief moments before I knew who he was, I’d let myself hope. I’d briefly imagined that an older man like him, a mature, sophisticated man who’d seen more of the world than Zach ever would, might be able to accept this part of me. But the way he’s staring at me now, with such intense hunger in his gray eyes... it makes me think he’s not just going to accept it. It makes me think he’s going to love this secret part of me. Maybe even crave it. The thought of him drinking my milk creates a pulsing heat between my thighs that I’ve never felt before, a deep, insistent ache that feels both unfamiliar and absolutely right.

He steps closer, and I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. He towers over me, looking so damn good in that expensive suit that fits his broad shoulders perfectly. He’s so tall and solid, and I feel small in comparison. But I like it. I like everything about him, and being this close to him in this tiny room is making it hard for me to think straight.

Mason reaches past me, his knuckles brushing against my arm as he pulls the chair out from the small table. The simple touch sends a shiver through me. He guides me to sit down, his hands warm and firm on my waist, and then he’s moving, positioning himself between my legs. He kneels on the linoleum floor, not caring that he’s ruining his perfectly pressed suit pants. The intensity in his gaze never wavers.

I can only watch, amazed, as his large hands move to the hem of my t-shirt. My arms move as if they have a mind of their own, lifting into the air so he can pull the garment up and over my head in one smooth motion, tossing it aside. He pulls down my bra cups, exposing both of my breasts to his hungry gaze. The air is cool against my heated skin, and my nipples tighten into hard buds. My heart is pounding a frantic, wild rhythm against my ribs. I’m more turned on than I ever thought was possible, my body thrumming with a desperate need that I’ve never experienced before.

He leans in slowly, giving me plenty of time to stop him, but I can’t. I don’t want to. I’m mesmerized by the sight of his lips getting closer and closer to my breast. When he finally makes contact, it’s like a spark igniting a flame. His mouth is hot and wet against my nipple, and he begins to suck gently at first, almost experimentally. His movements are a little unsure, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’s here. That he wants this. That he wants me.

Then my milk starts to flow into his mouth, and I feel the change immediately. He moans against my breast, the vibration shooting straight to my core, and then he’s sucking voraciously. His hand comes up to cup my other breast, his thumb brushing back and forth over the nipple there, and my head falls back as pleasure washes over me in waves. I’ve never felt anything like this before.

His free arm wraps around my waist, pulling my body flush against his as he holds me close, and I find myself tangling my fingers in his thick, dark hair, holding him against me. I never want this to end. It feels even better than I ever would have imagined, the intimacy of it, the sheer rightness of him tasting a part of me that I’ve kept so secret for so long.

He pulls off my breast with a soft pop, and I whimper at the loss, my eyes fluttering open to look at him. His lips are wet, and there’s a look of pure bliss on his face that makes my heart ache.

“God, you taste even better than I imagined,” he growls, his voice deep and rough with desire. “So sweet. So perfect.” He leans in, kissing me then, and I can taste myself on his tongue, a subtle sweetness that mingles with a faint hint of mint. It’s the most erotic kiss I’ve ever had.

“And I,” he says, pulling back just enough to rest his forehead against mine, “am the only man who will ever know how good you taste.”

The possessive words send a fresh wave of arousal through me. Before I can respond, he’s already turning his attention to my other breast, closing his lips around the nipple there and starting to suck. It’s like he can’t get enough, like he’s a starving man and I’m the only sustenance that can satisfy him. The rhythm of his sucking is steady and strong, drawing the milk from my body with an expertise he shouldn’t have, but I’m not complaining. I’m too lost in the sensations, too overwhelmed by the intensity of my own response.

Even though I know it’s wrong to be doing this with my ex-boyfriend’s father, I can’t resist the magnetic pull between us. And I definitely can’t resist the way he thirsts for my milk, the reverence in his touch. It’s too perfect. Too intoxicating.

By the time he’s finished with my other breast, pulling away with a satisfied sigh, I’m squirming in the hard chair. An intense ache has settled between my thighs, a deep, pulsing throb that I already know only Mason will be able to satisfy. My panties are soaked through, and I press my thighs together, trying to alleviate some of the pressure, but it only makes it worse.

Mason stands, adjusting himself with a subtle gesture that doesn’t escape my notice. The sight of him hard for me sends another jolt of desire straight to my core. He looks down at me, a soft smile playing on his lips, his eyes dark with satisfaction. Then he pulls his phone out of his pocket, and I watch as he types something on the screen.

“I know your break must be over soon,” he says, his voice back to its usual calm, composed tone, though it’s still a little rougher than before. “So I’m going to take your number. And then I’m going to text you details about our dinner date tonight once I’ve got a table booked.”

My mind is foggy, clouded with pleasure and a lingering shock. All I can do is nod, taking the phone from his outstretched hand. My fingers tremble as I type in my number, my thumb hovering over the screen for a second before I press ‘save’. I’m too dazed to say no, too caught up in the aftermath of what just happened to form a coherent protest. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t.

He takes the phone back, his fingers brushing against mine, and the brief touch sends electricity skittering up my arm. “Good girl,” he says, the words sending a scorching heat through me. Then he leans in, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to my forehead. “I’ll see you tonight, my sweet beauty.”

And then he’s gone, leaving me sitting there, my t-shirt still discarded, my bra cups pushed down, my breasts tingling from the attention he just paid them. My body is still humming with a deep, resonant thrum that seems to emanate from my very bones. I feel marked, claimed in a way that’s both terrifying and deeply exhilarating. The ache between my thighs has intensified, a demanding throb that reminds me of just how undone I am. How completely he’s unraveled me in just a few short minutes.

For a moment, I just sit there, trying to gather my wits, to process what just happened. But it’s impossible. My mind keeps replaying the look on Mason’s face as he drank from me, the possessiveness in his eyes, the reverence in his touch. He accepted me. No, he didn’t just accept me; he cherished me.

And while I have no idea what kind of trouble this might cause with Zach and Cynthia, I know there’s no way I can walk away from Mason. Not now. Not after this.


Chapter Six
Mason


Her hand is small in mine, but I feel her everywhere. The soft press of her body beside me, the gentle scent of her skin, the way she glances up like she still can’t quite believe I’m real. I open the restaurant door and guide her inside, releasing her hand for a moment and placing my palm firmly on the small of her back.

The space is warm and low-lit, all amber glass and dark wood. The maître d’ looks up to greet us, but I don’t take my eyes off her. She’s wearing a soft blush pink dress, her curves hugged perfectly, her hair up just enough to show off the elegant line of her neck. She’s radiant. And she’s mine.

“Mr. Carter. Right this way,” the maître d’ says, leading us toward a secluded booth in the corner. I slide in next to her, our thighs brushing, the contact sending a jolt straight through me. I’m starving, but not for food. Not when I’ve had a taste of her sweet milk. It’s all I’ve been able to think about since I visited her at her work, and I’m having to try hard not to salivate at the thought of drinking from her again.

The candlelight flickers, catching the gold in her dark hair. I reach out for her, my fingers tracing the back of her hand. “You look beautiful tonight,” I murmur, my voice low enough to be just for her. “Stunning, Harper.”

She flushes, the lovely pink deepening on her cheeks, her gaze dropping to her lap before meeting mine again. “Thank you,” she whispers, so quiet I almost miss it. “I wanted to look nice for you.”

“You always look nice,” I say, my thumb stroking her wrist. “But tonight… tonight you’re taking my breath away.” I mean it. Every word. I pick up the menu, but I don’t see it. I just watch her, the way her fingers flutter over the leather cover, the slight furrow in her brow as she tries to decide. “Have whatever you want, my beauty. Anything at all.”

Her head lifts, her dark eyes wide. “Anything?”

“Anything,” I confirm, a smile playing on my lips. I lean closer, my voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I want to see you happy. Full. Satisfied.” I let the words hang in the air between us, my eyes darkening with a hunger that has nothing to do with the menu. I want to take care of her in every way possible. To see her thrive.

She swallows, her throat working, a delicate flutter. I can see the effect my words have on her, the way her pupils dilate. She’s so responsive, so beautifully transparent. I want to push that button over and over again.

“The steak looks good,” she finally says, her voice a little shaky. “But so does the risotto.”

“Get both,” I say without a second thought. “Or we can share. I want you to try a little bit of everything.”

She flushes again, pleased and overwhelmed all at once. “Okay,” she whispers, and the single word is a victory. I signal the waiter, my movements economical and controlled, and place our order with quiet authority.

The moment we’re alone again, I reach for her, my fingers finding hers once more. I bring her knuckles to my lips, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to her skin. “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” I murmur, my eyes locked on hers. “About earlier.”

Her breath hitches, her cheeks flushing a delicate pink again. “Me too,” she admits, her voice barely a whisper.

“Good,” I say, my thumb stroking her fingers. “Because that was just the beginning, Harper. I hope you know that.”

Before she can respond, a familiar, grating voice cuts through the quiet ambiance. “Well, well, well. Look what we have here.”

I tense, every muscle in my body going rigid. Zach.

I turn slightly to find him standing by our table, a woman in a garishly bright red dress hanging off his arm. He looks from me to Harper, his expression a mixture of shock and something uglier. Something possessive and resentful.

“Seriously?” he says, his voice loud enough to draw the attention of a nearby table. “You’re dating him now?”

Harper flinches and pulls her hand from mine, her gaze dropping to the table. I can see the fear in the set of her shoulders, the way she’s trying to make herself smaller. It’s an instinct I understand, but one I will not allow her to indulge in. Not with me. Not anymore.

My eyes never leave Zach’s face, but I shift my body slightly, positioning myself between him and Harper. A silent, protective barrier.

“It looks like you’ve both moved on now,” I say, keeping my voice calm as I gesture to the woman beside him. “So why don’t you go and enjoy your evening and let us enjoy ours?” My tone is even, but there’s an undercurrent of steel. A clear, unmistakable warning.

Zach doesn’t heed it. His date pulls at his arm, her expression growing more uncomfortable by the second. “Zach, leave them alone,” she mutters, but he shakes her off, his focus narrowing on Harper.

“I can’t believe this,” he sneers, ignoring my suggestion completely. “After everything I did for you. I took you out. I bought you things. And you end up with him? My father?” He spits the words like they are something foul.

“You had your chance,” I say, my tone dropping, quiet and lethal. “You wasted it. She’s mine now.”

“Yours?” Zach laughs, a harsh, grating sound. “She’s using you, old man. She’s a gold-digger. Always has been. She’ll just take your money, and she won’t give you anything in return. After six months together, she never let me fuck her. Not even once. Trust me, Dad, she’s just a waste of time. I can’t believe I was thinking of getting back together with her. She’s not worth it.”

A deep, dangerous calm settles over me, the kind that comes before the storm. I feel Harper shrink beside me, and the instinct to protect her, to shield her from this ugliness, overrides everything. Even the relief I feel that my sweet girl never once gave herself to the immature young man glaring at us. I slide my arm around her shoulders, pulling her into my side, my hand coming to rest possessively on her hip. She’s trembling, just slightly, and I want to gather her up and carry her out of here, away from the poison spewing from my son’s mouth.

“If you can’t show her the respect she deserves,” I say, my voice low and dangerously soft, “then walk away before you say something you regret.”

He doesn’t. He pushes further, his contempt for me now warring with his bruised ego. “Or what? What are you going to do? Hit me? In front of all these people? Prove what a monster you really are?”

I’ve had enough. Slowly, deliberately, I rise from the booth. I stand to my full height, towering over him. The restaurant seems to fall silent around us, the clinking of silverware and hushed conversations fading into a nervous background hum. All eyes are on us.

I don’t raise my voice. I don’t have to. I let it drop, until it’s a lethal murmur that carries more threat than any shout ever could.

“I won’t let anyone humiliate her. Not even you. And if you expect to see another cent from me in the future, I suggest you walk away. Now.”

The reference to his trust fund, his lifeline, hits its mark. The bluster drains from Zach’s face, replaced by a sickly pallor. He stares at me, truly seeing me for the first time. Not as a father he can defy, but as a man holding all the cards. A man who will not be challenged.

His date looks like she wants to crawl under the table. She finally wrenches her arm from Zach’s grasp, her face a mask of embarrassment. “I’m leaving,” she snaps, and without a backward glance, she storms out of the restaurant.

Zach is left standing alone. He looks from me to Harper, who is staring at her hands in her lap, her face pale. For a few seconds, he glares, a last-ditch attempt to save face, but there’s nothing left. He’s been utterly defeated. He turns and rushes after his date, the door swinging shut behind him with a final, satisfying thud.

I sink back into the booth, the adrenaline receding, leaving a cold anger in its wake. I turn to Harper, my heart aching at the sight of her. She’s still trembling, her shoulders hunched. I reach for her hand, my movements gentle but firm. I bring her knuckles to my lips, pressing a soft kiss against her skin.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” I say, my voice low and steady, trying to erase the ugly words he’d thrown at her. “But I’m not sorry he saw you on my arm.” The possessive truth of the statement settles between us, solid and undeniable. He needed to see. The world needs to see. She is with me now.

Her gaze lifts to mine, her dark eyes swimming with a vulnerability that makes my chest tighten. She opens her mouth, then closes it, her lashes fluttering against her cheeks. She takes a shaky breath.

“I thought…” she whispers, her voice so fragile I have to lean in to hear her. “I thought you might change your mind after what he said. About how I didn’t... you know.” She can’t finish the sentence, the words catching in her throat. She thinks I’m like Zach. That I’m only interested in one thing.

I shake my head slowly, my grip on her hand tightening. I won’t let her believe that. Not for a second. I raise my free hand, my thumb gently stroking her cheek, my touch meant to soothe, to reassure. To claim.

“There’s nothing in this world that could change the way I feel about you,” I say, my voice calm, certain. “Nothing.” I let the weight of that single word settle over her. I mean it with every fiber of my being. Finding out she’s still a virgin is a gift I wasn’t expecting, one that only deepens my obsession. I will be her first. Her only. But not until she’s ready.

“Can we go?” she whispers. “Please?”

“Of course, my beauty,” I murmur. I signal the waiter with a subtle gesture, my card already in my hand before he reaches the table, ready to pay for the food that’s currently being cooked but won’t be eaten. I want her out of this place. Away from the lingering tension and the prying eyes. I want her somewhere I can take care of her, somewhere I can show her just how deeply, how completely she’s wanted.

I stand, pulling her gently to her feet, my arm instantly wrapping around her waist. I can feel the slight tremor in her body, the residual shock from Zach’s venomous words. I guide her through the restaurant, my body a solid, protective presence at her back, shielding her from any curious glances. I don’t look at anyone. My focus is entirely on her.

“Let’s get you home,” I say once we’re outside in the cool night air. I pull my suit jacket off and drape it over her shoulders, the soft wool enveloping her, a tangible shield against the chill and the world. It hangs on her small frame, swallowing her, and the sight of her wearing my clothes sends a sense of primal satisfaction through me.

She nods, her hands gripping the lapels of the jacket, pulling it tighter around herself. A small smile tugs at the corners of her lips. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Seven
Harper


The silence in the car is heavy, but it’s not uncomfortable. It’s a shared space, filled with unspoken words. I keep my gaze fixed on the city lights blurring past the window, a smear of gold and white against the dark canvas of the night. Mason’s jacket is still draped over my shoulders, and I can smell him everywhere. Clean soap and a hint of sandalwood and something else that is warm and masculine and safe. It’s a comfort I didn’t know I needed, and I bury my nose in the collar, inhaling deeply.

Mason drives with a steady, focused intensity, his hands firm on the wheel. He hasn’t said much since we left the restaurant, but I can feel the anger still simmering just beneath the surface. Not at me. Never at me. But at Zach. At the ugly things he said. The memory of it makes my stomach clench. But then I remember Mason standing up for me, the way he positioned himself in front of me like a shield, the low, dangerous threat in his voice as he defended me. And the fear melts away, replaced by a warmth that spreads through my chest, a feeling of being cherished, protected, and so, so wanted.

He’s taking me home. I know that. That was the plan. But as the streets start to look more familiar, closer to my small apartment, a new kind of panic starts to set in. I don’t want to go home. I want to be with Mason, and we won’t have privacy at my place when Christina and Alice are there. I want to be alone with him. I want to feel this safety, this rightness, for just a little while longer.

“Can we...” I start, my voice barely a whisper, hesitant in the quiet car. I clear my throat, trying again. “Can we not go to my place?”

Mason glances at me, his expression questioning. “Where would you like to go, my beauty?”

I take a shaky breath, my fingers twisting in the soft wool of his jacket. “Your place,” I say, the words coming out in a rush. “If that’s okay.”

A slow smile spreads across his lips, and it’s like the sun breaking through the clouds. “Of course,” he says, and the simple, unwavering acceptance in his tone makes my heart ache. He flicks on his blinker, turning smoothly down a different street, taking me away from my familiar life and into his.

The rest of the drive passes in a comfortable silence. I watch the neighborhoods change, the streets getting wider, the houses growing larger and more elegant. This is a different world from mine, but sitting here next to Mason, in his expensive car, wearing his jacket, it feels like a world I could belong to. A world I want to belong to if it means I get to be with him.

He finally turns onto a long, winding driveway, and my breath catches in my throat. His home isn’t just a house; it’s an estate. All stone and glass, sprawling across a perfectly manicured lawn. It’s beautiful, but it’s also intimidating, a stark reminder of the vast chasm between our lives. But then he parks the car, and he turns to me, and all I see is the warmth in his gray eyes, the gentle curve of his smile. And the intimidation fades, replaced by a dizzying wave of anticipation.

“Home,” he says simply, like it’s the most natural thing in the world to bring me here.

He opens my door for me, taking my hand to help me out. My legs feel a little unsteady as I stand on the smooth pavement of the driveway. He leads me inside, through a grand foyer with a sweeping staircase, and into a sleek, modern kitchen that’s bigger than my entire apartment. Everything is stainless steel and dark granite, cool and clean and effortlessly expensive.

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asks, his hand still resting on the small of my back. “Wine? Water?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” I say, my voice a little too high, a little too tight. I feel like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, about to take a leap into the unknown, and the fear and the excitement are warring inside me to create a dizzying, thrilling cocktail.

I watch as he opens the fridge, pulling out a bottle of water for himself. He’s tall and solid, looking so perfect even after the disastrous dinner. My gaze drops to his hands as he twists the cap off the bottle with long, capable fingers, and a sudden, brazen courage washes over me. I’m tired of hiding. Tired of being ashamed. And I want to see that look on his face again. The one he had in the break room. The look of bliss as he drank from me.

I take a step closer. “I’m not thirsty,” I say, the words catching in my throat. I force myself to continue, my gaze locked on his. “But I am... full. And I could use some help. With all the milk.”

The change in him is instantaneous. The calm, composed demeanor vanishes, replaced by a raw, predatory hunger that makes my breath catch. In the blink of an eye, he’s closed the distance between us, and then I’m being lifted, my feet leaving the ground as he settles me on the cool granite of the kitchen counter. He doesn’t say a word, just pushes his jacket off my shoulders and tugs the top of my dress down, exposing my breasts to the cool air. His gaze is intense as he looks at me.

And then he’s leaning in, his hot, wet mouth closing over one of my nipples. The suction is immediate and powerful, and a soft gasp escapes my lips as my milk lets down, flooding his mouth. He drinks hungrily, a low growl rumbling in his chest, and the sound vibrates straight through me, settling deep in my core. An ache starts to build between my thighs, just like it did when he fed from me earlier. But this time, we’re not at my workplace. We are in the privacy of his home. There is no reason for me to deny the way my body is responding to him. No reason for me to resist.

My hand moves on its own, reaching for him. I wrap my fingers around his wrist, pulling gently. I guide his hand between my legs, pressing his palm against the damp fabric of my panties. He growls against my breast, the sound muffled but full of satisfaction. His fingers move, stroking me through the thin material, and I gasp, my head falling back, my hips arching into his touch.

He shifts, his fingers slipping beneath the fabric, finding the wet heat of my folds. He explores me slowly at first, his touch gentle but sure, learning my body, my responses. Then he finds the sensitive bundle of nerves at the top of my sex, and he starts to circle it with the rough pad of his finger. My breath hitches, and I cling to him, my fingers tangled in the hair at the nape of his neck.

“Mason,” I gasp, his name a desperate plea on my lips.

He answers with another growl, and then he’s sliding a finger inside me, the sensation strange and intimate and utterly overwhelming. He adds a second finger, stretching me, and the pressure builds, a coiling tension that has me trembling in his arms. He starts to move, his fingers thrusting in and out of me while his thumb works its magic on my clit. It’s too much and not enough, and I’m lost, completely at his mercy.

The coil inside me snaps, and pleasure washes over me in a blinding wave. I cry out, my body convulsing around his fingers as I come hard, the intensity of it stealing my breath. He continues to drink from me, prolonging my orgasm, drawing out every last drop of pleasure until I’m a boneless, trembling mess.

He finally pulls back, his lips wet, and I can see the satisfaction in his eyes. He licks a stray drop of milk from the corner of his mouth, the gesture so possessive, so primal, it makes me moan.

He leans in, his lips brushing against my ear, his hot breath sending goosebumps across my skin. “I’m looking forward to the day I get to claim your sweet virgin pussy,” he growls, the words so dirty, so raw, they make my cheeks flush. “I’ll wait as long as you need, my beauty. I know you’ll be worth the wait. But when you’re ready, I am going to claim you properly. I’m going to take you bare, and I’m going to fill your womb with my seed.”

His words, his filthy breeding talk, send a fresh wave of arousal through me, hot and fast. The ache between my thighs, which had just been sated, returns with a vengeance, more demanding than before. I want that. I want all of it. I want him to claim me in the most primal, irrevocable way possible. I want him to fill me, to mark me as his, to have a piece of him growing inside me.

“I need that,” I whisper, the words torn from my throat. “Tonight. Mason, I need that tonight.”

He pulls back, his gaze searching mine, making sure I mean it. “Are you sure, Harper? Absolutely sure? There’s no going back from this.”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” I say, my voice trembling with a mixture of fear and excitement. “Please.”

A slow smile spreads across his lips. He doesn’t say another word, just lifts me into his arms as if I weigh nothing. I wrap my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck, and bury my face in the crook of his shoulder, inhaling his scent as he carries me through the dark, silent house.

He kicks open the door to his bedroom, setting me down on my feet beside a massive bed covered in dark, soft-looking sheets. The moonlight spills through the large windows, casting the room in a silvery glow. For a moment, we just stand there, looking at each other, the air thick with anticipation.

Then he’s kissing me, and it’s not a gentle, exploratory kiss like we’ve shared before. This one is demanding, hungry, full of a desperate need that mirrors my own. His hands are everywhere, tangling in my hair, tracing the curve of my spine, cupping my bottom, pulling me flush against his hard body. I can feel the ridge of his erection pressing against my belly, and it makes me tremble with a mixture of fear and an unbearable need.

My own hands are not idle. I fumble with the buttons of his shirt, my fingers clumsy with impatience. I finally manage to undo them, and I push the shirt off his shoulders, my hands exploring the hard planes of his chest, the smattering of dark hair there, the solid muscles of his arms. He’s so much bigger than me, so solid and real, and the thought of him being inside me is both terrifying and exhilarating.

He pushes my dress down my hips, and it pools at my feet. I stand before him in nothing but my panties, suddenly feeling shy and exposed. But the look on his face chases the insecurity away. His gaze is hot, reverent, and full of a hunger that makes me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.

He hooks his thumbs in the waistband of my panties, slowly sliding them down my legs. I step out of them, and now I’m completely bare before him. He drinks in the sight of me, his eyes darkening with desire. Then he’s undoing his belt, the metallic clang loud in the quiet room, followed by the soft whisper of his zipper.

He pushes his pants and boxers down, and my breath catches in my throat. He’s... magnificent. Long and thick and hard, jutting out from a thatch of dark curls. My earlier fear gives way to another wave of arousal, a deep, pulsing ache that has me clenching my thighs together. He’s big, and it’s going to be a tight fit, but I want it. I want all of him.

He guides me to the bed, laying me down on the soft sheets. He follows me down, covering my body with his, his weight a welcome pressure. He kisses me again, a deep, intoxicating kiss that leaves me breathless and aching for him. I can feel his hard length pressing against my thigh, and I squirm beneath him, silently begging for more.

“I knew from the very first moment I saw you that you were supposed to be mine,” he says, his voice gruff as he cups my cheek with one of his large hands. “I love you, Harper. I know it’s fast, but it’s the truth.”

His words make my heart ache with a happiness so profound it almost hurts. “I love you too,” I whisper back, and the words feel right. Perfect.

He reaches between us, positioning himself at my entrance. He takes his time, letting me feel the blunt head of his cock pressing against me. He’s giving me one last chance to change my mind, but I won’t. I couldn’t.

I bite my lip, a strange mix of fear and excitement coiling in my belly. I brace myself, my hands clutching at his shoulders. Then he starts pushing inside me.

The initial stretch is uncomfortable, a burning ache that makes me wince. I can’t stop the soft whimper that escapes my lips. He stops immediately, stilling inside me, his body tense with restraint.

“Are you okay?” he asks, his voice rough with concern.

I take a deep breath, trying to relax my muscles. “I’m okay,” I whisper. “Just... keep going. Please.”

He takes me at my word, pushing forward slowly. There’s a sharp, brief pain as he breaks through my barrier, and I cry out, my nails digging into his shoulders. He stills again, letting me adjust to the intrusion. He’s so big, so much bigger than I ever imagined, and for a moment, I wonder if I can take him. He feels impossibly deep, stretching me in a way that’s almost overwhelming.

But then the pain starts to fade, replaced by a different kind of ache. A slow, deep throbbing that feels... right. I can feel him everywhere, a hot, solid presence filling me completely. It’s a strange, dizzying feeling, this fullness, this sense of being joined to another person in the most intimate way possible.

I tilt my hips, an experimental movement that sends a jolt of pleasure straight through me. Mason groans, the sound vibrating in his chest and through my body. He starts to move then, pulling out almost all the way before sliding back in, a slow, deliberate rhythm that has me gasping for breath.

He’s looking down at me, his gray eyes dark with an emotion so intense it takes my breath away. “You’re so tight,” he growls, his voice strained. “So perfect. Christ, Harper, you feel better than I ever imagined.”

I meet his gaze, my own eyes wide with a newfound confidence. I lift my hips to meet his next thrust, a silent invitation for more. He takes it, picking up the pace, his movements becoming harder, faster, more demanding.

“I love you,” he gasps, his face buried in the crook of my neck. “I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you. And I’m going to fill you with my baby, Harper. I’m going to make you mine forever.”

His dirty, possessive words only fuel the fire building inside me. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, my body moving in tandem with his. The pleasure builds, a coiling tension in my core that threatens to snap. I can feel myself getting closer, my breaths coming in short, sharp pants.

“Mason,” I cry out, my fingers digging into his shoulders. “I’m... I’m close.”

“Come for me, my beauty,” he growls, his thrusts becoming more erratic. “Come all over my cock. Let me feel you.”

His words are my undoing. The tension snaps, and pleasure washes over me in a blinding wave. I cry out his name as my body convulses around him, the intensity of it stealing my breath. He follows me over the edge with a deep, guttural groan, his body tensing as he spills himself inside me, the warmth of his seed flooding my core.

For a long moment, we just lie there, tangled together, our bodies slick with sweat. My heart is pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I can feel the heavy, comforting weight of him on top of me, and I’ve never felt safer, more cherished.

Finally, he rolls off me, pulling me into his arms. I nestle against his chest, my head pillowed on his shoulder, listening to the steady, reassuring beat of his heart. His arms are wrapped around me, holding me close, and I feel a sense of peace settle over me, a deep, abiding contentment.

He strokes my hair gently, his fingers combing through the damp strands. “Are you okay?” he asks, his voice a soft murmur in the quiet room.

I nod, my cheek rubbing against the soft hair on his chest. “I’m more than okay,” I whisper, a happy tear tracing a path down my temple. “I’ve never been happier than I am right now.”

“Good,” he says, pressing a soft kiss to the top of my head. “Because that’s just the beginning for us, Harper. I’m going to spend the rest of my life making you this happy.”

I close my eyes, a soft smile playing on my lips. I believe him. With every fiber of my being, I believe him. And I can’t wait to start our life together.


Epilogue
Harper


Nine months later:

The sun is warm on my skin, a gentle caress that feels as loving as Mason’s hands. The air smells of fresh-cut grass and grilled vegetables, a perfect suburban perfume that speaks of home and family. I’m sitting on a checkered picnic blanket beneath the wide, welcoming branches of an old oak tree, a cool breeze stirring the edges of my dress and lifting the loose strands of my hair. I’m heavy with our child, so round and full I feel like I might burst, but it’s a good kind of fullness, a constant reminder of the new life Mason and I created together.

Christina is behind me, her laughter a light, tinkling sound that fills me with a quiet, overwhelming joy. She’s braiding tiny, delicate white flowers into my hair, her fingers nimble and sure. The past year has been good to her. The chemo is over; the cancer is in remission, and she looks healthier than she has in a long, long time. Her color is back, a healthy pink flush in her cheeks, and her eyes are bright, free from the shadow of fear that haunted them for so long. My heart swells with gratitude. She’s my sister, my best friend, and she’s okay. We’re all okay.

“How’s my little niece doing in there?” Christina asks, her voice soft. She gently pats my belly, right over my navel.

“Kicking up a storm,” I say, a smile touching my lips. “She’s already as demanding as her father.”

Christina laughs. “I don’t doubt it for a second.”

A happy gurgle catches my attention. I look over and see Alice, just over a year old now and a perfect, roly-poly miracle of a toddler, waddling through the grass. She’s wearing a tiny pair of blue overalls, her little legs pumping as she explores our backyard. She stoops to pick up a fallen twig, holding it up with a look of immense pride before toddling over to the grill where Mason is standing.

“Alice help!” she babbles, holding out her offering to Mason.

Mason takes the twig from her, his expression solemn, as if she’s just handed him the most precious thing in the world. “Thank you, Alice,” he says, his deep voice full of warmth. “This is exactly what I needed.” He places the twig carefully on the little side table next to the grill, and Alice beams, her mission accomplished.

I watch him, my heart aching with a love so profound it still takes my breath away sometimes. He’s wearing casual weekend clothes, a simple shirt and jeans, but he still manages to look powerful and in command. His sleeves are rolled up, revealing strong, tanned forearms, and he holds the grill tongs with an easy confidence. He’s focused on his task, but every few seconds, his gaze flicks to me, a quick, possessive check. Protective. Soft. Fiercely in love. It’s a look I’ve become so familiar with, a silent reassurance that he’s always there, always watching, always keeping me safe.

Alice, emboldened by her success, waddles off in search of another treasure. She spots a bright yellow dandelion and makes a beeline for it, her little legs pumping with determination. But she’s still a bit unsteady on her feet. Her foot catches on an uneven patch of grass, and she topples over with a startled cry.

Before I can even start to get up, before Christina can move, Mason is already there. He drops the tongs and is by her side in three long strides, scooping Alice up in his strong, sure hands. He checks her over, his brow furrowed with concern for a heart-stopping second. Then, seeing she’s not hurt, just startled, he breaks into a string of silly faces and cartoon voices that has her giggling in seconds. He doesn’t put her down. He just shifts her onto his hip, settling her there like she belongs, and keeps grilling, one arm wrapped securely around her like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

And to him, it is. He’s been a better father figure to my niece in the past year than her own father ever was. I watch him from the blanket, my chest so full of love it feels like it might overflow.

Things are still strained between him and Zach, and I almost wish things could be different there, despite the way Zach treated me in the past. Over the last nine months, I’ve come to see that I was right about Mason before I even met him. He never deserved any of the scorn that he received from Zach and Cynthia. Even now, after everything that has happened, Mason still tries to be there for his son, but Zach is just as entitled and spoiled as ever. And as for Cynthia, I can’t imagine any woman in her right mind letting a man like Mason get away. He’s so good. So steady. So gentle. And he chose me.

Christina leans in with a knowing smile. “If he spoils my daughter this much… I can’t even imagine what he’s going to be like with his own.”

I just smile back, overwhelmed with a wave of comfort and the promise of everything still to come. He glances over and catches me watching him, his lips curving into a small, private smile that’s just for me. His eyes burn with a look that has become so familiar, a look that still makes my cheeks flush, even after all this time. He has a way of looking at me that makes me feel like I’m the only woman in the world.

Mason brings the plates of grilled vegetables and chicken over to the blanket, setting them down carefully. Alice, still perched on his hip, reaches out a chubby hand toward a piece of grilled corn, a hopeful gurgle escaping her lips.

“Not yet, little one,” Mason says, his voice a deep rumble. He boops her on the nose with his finger, and she giggles, a happy, bubbling sound that fills me with joy. He sets her down gently on the blanket, and she immediately crawls over to me, patting my belly with a soft, “Hi, baby.”

He sits down beside me, his arm wrapping around my shoulders, pulling me into his side. He leans in, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. “I love you,” he murmurs, the words a quiet declaration that never fails to make my heart flutter.

“I love you too,” I whisper back, leaning into him, my head resting on his shoulder.

I’m so happy I could burst. I never knew life could be this sweet. And I have a feeling it’s only going to get better from here.

***
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