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Chapter 1

He's on his back against the headboard, one hand braced loosely on my shoulder, watching me with the particular expression of a man receiving something he believes he's owed. My knees press into the mattress on either side of his thighs. My hair falls loose around my face, tangled, and I push it back behind my ear without stopping, without looking up, because looking up feels like asking a question and I don't want to hear the answer.

He's warm, and large, and I go through the motions with a focused kind of quietness I've taught myself. My jaw aches faintly. The candle on the dresser sputters in some invisible draft.

"Yeah," he breathes. "Yeah, just like that."

I don't feel present. I feel efficient.

There's a version of me that used to like this. Used to like the weight of his attention, the way it felt to be wanted. That version feels very far from this room. From these sheets. From the function I'm currently performing with my mouth while my mind runs a grocery list — nappies, formula top-up, the childminder's invoice sitting on the kitchen counter.

He pulls me up by the shoulder and I let him, let myself be repositioned. That's the word for it. Repositioned. He turns me and I brace my hands against the headboard, and for a moment he pauses — his hands on my hips, thumbs pressing into the slight curve at the top of them — and I think he might say something tender.

He doesn't.

He pushes in and the breath leaves me in a quiet, involuntary rush, and I close my eyes, and I focus on the texture of the headboard under my palms. Wood grain. A small chip near the left corner from the time we moved flats two years ago.

Ricky is not a bad man. He's here, isn't he? When James found out I was pregnant, he was gone before I'd even finished the sentence — just a door slamming and the echo of his footsteps disappearing down the hallway like he was running from something contagious. But Ricky stayed. Ricky came back the next week with flowers from the petrol station and that careful, determined look men get when they're trying to prove they're different from whoever came before.

He pays half the rent. He brings nappies home without being asked. He holds her when she's fussy so I can shower, and he doesn't complain when she cries through the night, even though I know it wakes him. He doesn't look at my changed body like it's something broken or disappointing — just different. Softer in places, fuller in others.

That has to count for something. It has to be enough.

So when he needs this — when he needs me like this, focused and present and grateful — I remind myself that this is how partnerships work. This is the transaction. He stays, and I make sure he has reasons to keep staying. I keep him satisfied, keep him wanting to come home to this flat that smells like baby powder and yesterday's cooking, to this life that probably wasn't what he imagined when he was twenty-five and free.

I have to keep reminding myself of that. He's just — he's not paying attention. Not to me. Not to whatever's behind my eyes right now. He's paying attention to the curve of my spine, to the fullness of my body, to the specific silence of having a sleeping baby in the next room and forty uninterrupted minutes.

He moves and I move and neither of us speaks, and the candlelight throws our shadows long and stuttering against the wall, and I feel the familiar heaviness building in my chest — that deep, insistent fullness that has nothing to do with desire and everything to do with her sleeping form in the next room. My breasts grow tight and warm, swelling with the milk that seems to know his rhythm better than I do, responding to some invisible clock that counts down to her next feeding. The weight of them shifts with each movement, tender and heavy, and I press my lips together against the sensation — this body that belongs more to her than to me, even in moments like this.

Empty.

Not sad. Just empty. Like the parts of me that are supposed to light up in moments like this have been rerouted elsewhere. To her. All of it, to her.

His grip tightens on my hips and his rhythm changes and I know what that means, know the particular quality of his breath when he's close — that sharp intake followed by the held silence, like he's trying to contain something larger than himself. Then he shudders and pulls back at the last second, his warmth landing in a stripe across my lower back, across my skin, and he exhales like something has been resolved. Like a problem has been solved.

He does this every time. This careful withdrawal. This precise timing. His way of thinking he can control what happens next, that he can prevent another baby, another mouth to feed, another tiny life that would complicate the already narrow space we live in. As if biology bends to intention. As if my body doesn't already belong to someone else entirely.

He settles back against the headboard. Already reaching for his phone.

And then — the cry.

It starts soft, the way Lily always starts. A waking sound, testing the air. Then it builds, fast and certain, because she's hungry, she knows I'm close, she has the instinct of the newly born and she is not interested in patience.

I'm already moving.

My shirt is on the floor and I grab it, pull it over my head. Cotton. White. Wrong choice. I feel the let-down before I reach the door — the deep, aching pressure behind my ribs that has nothing to do with pain and everything to do with her — and then the wetness, spreading instantly, soaking through the fabric in two dark circles that I can feel but don't have time to fix.

"Amber." Ricky's voice, flat. "You've got—"

"I know."

I'm already in the hallway.

Lily is standing in her cot — she's just learned that trick, the pulling up, the triumphant trembling stand — and she's red-faced and furious and her arms stretch towards me the second I appear in the doorway and something in my chest cracks open like it always does.

"Hey." My voice goes soft automatically. "Hey, I'm here. I'm here."

She comes to me in a warm, solid weight and I sit in the chair by the window and she settles and the crying stops and the room goes very quiet.

The shirt is ruined. I don't care.

I lean my head back against the chair and watch the gray light shift against the ceiling and listen to her feed and feel — for the first time in forty minutes — entirely present.

Ricky appears in the doorway ten minutes later.

He's dressed. That's the first thing I notice. Jeans, a t-shirt, trainers already on.

My eyes move from his face to his feet and then back up again.

"It's four in the morning," I say.

"I know what time it is."

He doesn't come into the room. He leans against the doorframe like the threshold is a boundary he's calculated, and he looks at me — at the wet shirt, at Lily pressed to my chest, at the whole unglamorous tableau of it — and his expression does something complicated.

"This isn't working," he says.

The quiet stretches.

Lily's jaw moves rhythmically. Oblivious. Perfect.

"Okay," I say, because I've heard this sentence before in this exact tone, and I know which version it is tonight.

"I mean it this time." He rubs the back of his neck. "I've been — I've tried, Amber. I have. But this—" He gestures, vaguely, at all of it. The cot. The nappies stacked on the dresser. Me. "I didn't sign up for this."

"She's four months old, Ricky."

"I know how old she is."

"Her father—"

"Isn't me." The words land cleanly, almost kindly, in the way that makes them worse. "He's not here, and I am, and I've been trying to make that work in my head and I just — I can't. She's not mine. And I don't — I'm not built for this."

I look at him and I try to find anger and I mostly find tiredness. A deep, structural tiredness that lives below the level where anger can reach.

"Your body's different," he says, softer now. Almost apologetic. "I know that's a shit thing to say. But it is. Everything's changed and she's always here and — it's too much. It's too much responsibility."

The irony of him saying the word responsibility while wearing his trainers at four in the morning is not lost on me.

"So you're leaving."

"I think—" He looks at the floor. "Yeah. I think I need to."

Lily pulls off, milk-drunk and satisfied, and I lift her to my shoulder and pat her back and she makes a small sound like a question and I press my lips to her hair.

"The lease," I say.

He shifts his weight.

"I know."

"There's two months left. My name is on it but you're paying half. The utilities are in your name. The car insurance—"

"Amber—"

"I'm not asking you to stay." My voice stays level. I've learned level. It costs a lot, level. "I'm asking you to understand what you leaving means."

He's quiet.

"I'll pay out this month," he says finally. "Give you time to figure something out."

One month.

One month to figure out rent I can't cover, utilities I can't transfer, insurance I'll lose, and childcare I can't afford on a waitressing wage that I can't hold anyway because I have a four-month-old who doesn't sleep past six.

"Right," I say.

"I'm sorry." And I think he means it. That's almost the worst part. He's a man who is sorry right now, in this room, and will be fine by next week. Sorted. Elsewhere. I'm the one who will still be sitting in this chair.

"You can close the door on your way out."

He lingers for another moment — guilt, unspent — and then he does.

I stay in the chair until I hear the front door.

Then I hear his car. Then I hear nothing.

Lily is asleep against my shoulder. Her weight is extraordinary for something so small. I sit with one hand flat against her back, feeling her breathe.

The flat feels different already. Quieter in the wrong way.

I run numbers in my head the way I always do when I can't sleep, the same way other people count sheep. Rent — full amount — against my current balance. Minus nappies, formula, the electricity bill that came in last week and that I haven't opened because I already knew what was inside it. Car insurance lapses when Ricky removes me from his policy. Without a car I can't get to the shifts I have left. Without the shifts I have no income.

One month of half-grace from a man who is already gone in every way that matters.

I look down at Lily, at the perfect comma of her, at the impossible smallness of her fingers curled against my collarbone, and I think: I am not going to cry in front of her.

I don't.

I stand. I settle her back in the cot. I pull the thin blanket up over her legs and watch her settle and breathe and remain, blissfully, completely unaware of what the world is already organizing itself into.


Chapter 2

Morning comes whether I'm ready or not.

Lily wakes at six, sharp as clockwork, and I feed her with my eyes half-closed, thinking about rent I don't have and numbers that won't add up no matter how I rearrange them.

I wait until nine to call the landlord.

Gary picks up on the third ring. "Amber."

"Hi, Gary. I need to talk to you about the lease."

He knows. I can hear it in the pause. Men always know when you're about to ask them for something.

"What about it?"

"Ricky's moved out. I need — I was hoping we could work something out. Just for a month or two until I—"

"Your name's on the contract." His voice doesn't shift. Doesn't soften. "His leaving doesn't change what's owed."

"I know that. I'm asking for a grace period. A week. Two weeks. I have a baby, Gary, and I'm trying to—"

"Payment's due on the first. If it's late, penalties apply."

My chest tightens. "How much?"

"Hundred and fifty. Plus the full amount."

A hundred and fifty I don't have on top of eight hundred I also don't have.

"Can we meet?" The words taste bitter. "Please. Just to talk about options."

Another pause.

"I can come by this afternoon," he says. "Three o'clock."

"Thank you."

He hangs up without saying goodbye.

Gary arrives at three-fifteen. He's late the way men who hold power over you are always late — not because they forgot, but because they can be.

I've dressed carefully. Not too nice. Not too casual. A plain t-shirt, jeans that fit but don't cling. Hair tied back. I've learned how to make myself look competent without looking like I'm trying.

Lily's napping in her cot.

I let Gary in and he stands in the middle of the sitting room, hands in his pockets, looking around like he's cataloguing everything I can't afford to replace.

"Tea?" I offer.

"I'm all right."

He's sixty, maybe. Grey hair, soft around the middle, the kind of man who used to be handsome and still dresses like he is. He smells faintly of aftershave and something else — something stale.

"So," he says. "Ricky's gone."

"Yes."

"Shame. Seemed like a decent lad."

I don't respond to that.

"And you can't cover the full rent."

"Not immediately. But I'm looking for more work. I just need a little time to—"

"Time costs money, love." He tilts his head, studying me in a way that makes my skin prickle. "You're a pretty girl, Amber. Smart. Got a baby to think about." He pauses. "I'm sure we can work something out."

The air shifts.

I know what he's saying. I've known men like Gary my whole life. Men who phrase things carefully, who never quite say what they mean but make sure you understand anyway.

"What kind of arrangement?" My voice stays steady.

He steps closer. Not crowding. Just close enough that I have to tilt my head back slightly to look at him.

"The kind where you don't have to worry about penalties." His eyes drop — quick, practiced — to my chest, then back up. "Where I give you the time you need and you… show your appreciation."

My stomach twists.

I should tell him to leave. I should tell him to fuck off and take his penalties and his fifty-year-old aftershave with him.

But I don't.

Because Lily's asleep in the next room and I have forty-three Dollars in my account and no other options walking through my door at three-fifteen on a Tuesday.

"I'm not—" I stop. Start again. "What exactly are you suggesting?"

"Nothing you haven't done before, I'm sure." His smile is almost kind. That's what makes it worse. "Just a little… understanding between us. You help me out, I help you out."

I look at him. Really look at him. At the wedding ring he's still wearing. At the way he's standing — confident, patient, like he already knows how this ends.

"The penalties," I say quietly. "You'd waive them."

"All of them."

"And the rent?"

"Due on the first. Like always. But no late fees. No eviction notice for sixty days while you sort yourself out."

Sixty days.

Two months to find something. Anything.

I close my eyes.

When I open them, Gary's still watching me. Waiting.

"Okay," I whisper.

It doesn't take long.

He doesn't ask me to go to the bedroom. Doesn't pretend this is anything other than what it is.

He just stands there, hands in his pockets, and nods toward the floor in front of him.

I kneel.

The carpet is rough under my knees. I focus on that — on the physical sensation of it, the small abrasion — because it's easier than thinking about anything else.

I reach for his belt.

"That's it," he murmurs. "Good girl."

I hate him for saying it.

I hate myself more for the way my hands don't shake.

His trousers drop. Then his boxers. He's already half-hard, thick and flushed, the head slick. Not the biggest I've seen but substantial enough that I know this won't be comfortable.

I wrap my hand around the base. He's warm, almost hot, the skin soft over rigid flesh. I stroke once, twice, feeling him swell further in my grip.

"Go on then."

I lean forward.

The first touch of my tongue to the tip makes him exhale sharply. I taste salt, the bitter tang of precum, and I close my eyes and take him into my mouth.

He's thick enough that my jaw stretches immediately. I relax my throat, let him slide deeper, and he groans — low, satisfied — and his hand comes down to rest on the back of my head.

Not pushing. Not yet. Just holding.

I work him slowly at first. Hollowing my cheeks, using my tongue along the underside, the way I learned men like. The wet sounds fill the room, obscene and unavoidable, and I feel spit gathering at the corners of my mouth.

"Fuck," he breathes. "That's — yeah. Just like that."

His hips start moving. Small thrusts, testing, and I brace my hands on his thighs and let him.

He tastes like sweat and something faintly metallic. I focus on breathing through my nose, on the rhythm, on making this go faster so it can be over.

His grip tightens in my hair.

"Look at you," he mutters. "Fucking beautiful like this."

I don't feel beautiful.

I feel small and desperate and angry at every choice that led me here.

But I keep going.

He pushes deeper, hits the back of my throat, and I gag slightly and he moans like it's the best thing he's ever felt.

"That's it. Take it."

I do.

My eyes water. Spit runs down my chin. My jaw aches and my knees burn and I think about Lily asleep in the next room and I don't stop.

He's close. I can tell by the way his breathing changes, the way his thighs tense under my palms.

"Gonna—" He doesn't finish the sentence.

He comes with a low grunt, spilling hot and bitter across my tongue, and I swallow because that's easier than the alternative. He pulses twice more, smaller spurts, and then he's softening in my mouth and I pull back and wipe my lips with the back of my hand.

He tucks himself away, zips up, smooths his shirt.

I stay on the floor.

"There we go," he says, almost cheerful. "Wasn't so bad, was it?"

I don't answer.

"Penalties are gone. You've got sixty days." He pulls his keys from his pocket. "Try to have the rent sorted by then, yeah?"

"Yeah."

He heads for the door. Pauses with his hand on the frame.

"You're a good mum, Amber. Doing what you need to do." He smiles. "I respect that."

Then he's gone.

I stay on my knees until I hear his car pull away.

Then I stand, walk to the bathroom, and brush my teeth until my gums bleed.

The cleaning job I have — three mornings a week at a dental surgery — brings in two hundred and forty a month.

It's not enough.

It was never enough, even with Ricky's contribution. Now it's laughable.

I spend the evening after Gary leaves scrolling through job listings on my phone while Lily sleeps against my chest in the sling. Waitressing. Retail. Care work. Everything either pays minimum wage or requires availability I can't give.

Then I see it.

Private estate seeks discreet live-in housekeeper. On-site accommodation provided. Excellent salary. Immediate start.

The listing is sparse. No photos. No agency name. Just a phone number and an email address.

I read it three times.

Live-in means Lily comes with me. Means no rent, no utilities, no scrambling to make ends meet every month.

The salary listed is twice what I'd make anywhere else.

I stare at the screen.

Discreet feels like a word that means something specific. Something I should probably be wary of.

But I'm sitting in a flat I can't afford, wearing a shirt still damp with milk, with the taste of my landlord still faint in the back of my throat, and I don't have the luxury of being wary.

I open my email.

I type carefully. Professionally.

To whom it may concern,

I am writing to apply for the live-in housekeeper position. I have experience in domestic work and am available for an immediate start. I have a four-month-old daughter and would require accommodation for both of us.

Please let me know if you would like to arrange an interview.

Kind regards, 

Amber Du Preez

I read it over twice. Delete "Kind regards." Replace it with "Yours sincerely." Delete that too and put "Kind regards" back.

Then I press send before I can talk myself out of it.

The reply comes six hours later.

Interview scheduled: Friday, 10 a.m. Address attached. Bring the child.

No pleasantries. No signature.

Just an address in a part of the coast I've only ever driven past — the part where the houses disappear behind gates and walls and trees shaped like money.

I save the email.

I stand in the kitchen and look out the window at the estate across the street, at the washing hung on balconies and the cars parked half on the pavement, and I think: This could work.

It has to work.

I don't have anything else left.


Chapter 3

The estate sits at the edge of the world.

That's what it looks like from the road, anyway — perched on the cliffs like something carved from the stone itself, all sharp angles and glass and steel that catches the morning light and throws it back at the ocean. The driveway curves upward through cypress trees and native scrub, so steep my secondhand Honda struggles with the incline. I keep one hand on the wheel and the other braced against Lily's carrier in the passenger seat, even though I've triple-checked the straps.

The gate was already open when I arrived. No intercom. No guard. Just iron scrollwork taller than my car and the kind of silence that feels expensive.

I park in front of the main entrance — a massive double door set into charcoal-grey stone — and sit for a moment, engine ticking as it cools.

The house is bigger than I thought. Modern, brutalist almost, but softened by the greenery around it. Floor-to-ceiling windows reveal glimpses of cream-colored interiors. A second story cantilevers over the first, all clean lines and shadow. To the left, I catch sight of a pool — black-bottomed, infinity edge — that seems to spill directly into the sea beyond.

I've never been anywhere like this.

I unbuckle Lily and lift her carrier. She's asleep, thank God, her tiny fists curled against her cheeks. I smooth my shirt — plain black, the nicest one I own — and walk to the door.

Before I can knock, it opens.

A man stands there.

Tall. Easily over six foot. Broad through the shoulders, narrow at the waist, dressed in a black T-shirt that fits like it was made for him and dark jeans that sit low on his hips. His arms are roped with muscle, veins visible along his forearms, and his hands — God, his hands are massive.

Dark hair, slightly messy. Stubble along a jaw that could cut glass. Eyes so dark they're almost black, fixed on me with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

I know him.

Not personally. But I know his face.

Duncan Craddock.

Lead singer of Vesper Road.

I've seen him on magazine covers. Heard his voice on the radio. Watched him move across a stage on a screen in a pub once, all coiled energy and raw magnetism, fifty thousand people screaming his name.

And now he's standing in front of me, holding the door open, waiting.

"You're Amber."

His voice is lower than I expected. Rough-edged but controlled, like gravel wrapped in velvet.

"Yes."

"Come in."

He steps aside.

I hesitate, just for a second, then cross the threshold.

The interior is breathtaking.

Polished concrete floors. White walls. Exposed beams overhead, dark wood against vaulted ceilings. Everything is clean, minimal, deliberate. A sunken living area to the right, centered around a stone fireplace. Ahead, the space opens into a kitchen — marble and steel and more windows, all facing the ocean.

The light is everywhere. It pours in, soft and golden, and makes everything feel both vast and intimate at once.

"This way."

He walks ahead of me, and I follow, Lily's carrier bumping against my hip.

He moves like someone used to being watched. Shoulders back, stride unhurried, each step deliberate. His T-shirt stretches across his back, and I can see the shift of muscle beneath the fabric.

I force myself to look away.

We pass through the kitchen and into a smaller room — an office, maybe, or a study. Leather chairs. A desk made of reclaimed wood. Bookshelves lining one wall, packed with vinyl records and hardbacks.

He gestures to a chair.

"Sit."

I do.

He doesn't sit. He leans against the desk, arms folded, and looks at me.

Really looks.

His gaze moves from my face to the carrier, to Lily's sleeping form, then back to me. He doesn't smile. Doesn't frown. Just watches.

I feel catalogued. Measured.

"How old?"

"Four months."

"Father involved?"

"No."

He nods once, like that's exactly what he expected.

"You read the listing."

"I did."

"Live-in. Accommodation provided. Salary is two thousand a week, wired every Friday. You'll have your own space — guest wing, separate entrance. Utilities, internet, everything covered."

I blink.

Two thousand a week.

That's... that's more than I made in a month with Ricky.

"What are the hours?"

"Flexible. I'm not here often. When I am, I'll need the main areas maintained. Kitchen, living spaces, laundry. Occasionally I'll have guests. You'd handle that."

"That's it?"

"That's it."

I wait for the catch. There's always a catch.

"I require discretion."

There it is.

"What does that mean?"

"It means I value my privacy. No photos. No social media. No talking to press, tabloids, anyone outside this property about what happens here."

"I don't—"

"I know you don't." His voice doesn't change, but something in his gaze sharpens. "You wouldn't be here if you did."

I swallow.

"There's an NDA. Standard. You'll sign it before you move in."

"And if I don't want to?"

"Then you leave."

Simple as that.

He shifts, uncrossing his arms, and pulls a folded document from the desk behind him. He holds it out.

I take it. Skim the first page. The legal language is dense, but the gist is clear: I don't talk about Duncan Craddock. Not to friends, not to family, not to anyone. Breach of contract results in immediate termination and legal action.

"You can have a lawyer look at it if you want."

I almost laugh.

"I don't have a lawyer."

"Then read it yourself. Take your time."

He steps back, giving me space, and moves to the window. His hands slide into his pockets, and he stares out at the ocean, silent.

I read.

The terms are strict but not unreasonable. The salary is listed clearly. Accommodation details: private wing, furnished, kitchen included. Termination clause: either party can end the arrangement with two weeks' notice.

It's more than fair.

It's more than I ever thought I'd get.

I look up.

"Where do I sign?"

He turns. Studies me for a moment.

Then he pulls a pen from the desk and hands it to me.

I sign.

My name looks small on the page.

He takes the document back, folds it, and tucks it into a drawer.

"You can move in today if you want."

"Today?"

"Unless you need time."

I think of the flat. Of Gary's sixty-day deadline. Of the walls closing in every time I try to breathe.

"Today works."

"Good." He crosses to the door, opens it. "I'll show you the wing."

The guest wing is accessed through a side hallway off the main kitchen.

He leads me down a corridor lined with more windows, more light, and stops at a door near the end.

"This is yours."

He opens it.

The space beyond is bigger than my entire flat.

An open-plan living area with a kitchenette along one wall — sleek, compact, everything new. A sofa, soft and grey, facing another wall of glass that overlooks the cliffs. A bedroom to the right, visible through an open doorway, with a queen-sized bed and built-in wardrobes.

And a second, smaller room beside it.

"For her," he says, nodding toward Lily.

I step inside.

The nursery is already furnished. A cot. A change table. A rocking chair in the corner. Soft cream walls. Blackout curtains.

My throat tightens.

"You didn't have to—"

"I did."

I turn to look at him. He's standing in the doorway, hands in his pockets again, watching me.

"You'll need somewhere to put her. This way you don't have to figure it out."

I don't know what to say.

He doesn't seem to expect me to say anything.

"Bathroom's through there." He nods toward another door. "Washer and dryer in the cupboard. If you need anything else, let me know."

"Okay."

He lingers for a moment, gaze steady, then steps back into the hall.

"I'll leave you to settle in."

"Wait—"

He stops.

"When do I start? The cleaning, I mean."

"Whenever you're ready." His mouth almost curves. Almost. "No rush."

Then he's gone, footsteps fading down the corridor, and I'm alone.

I set Lily's carrier on the floor and walk to the window.

The ocean stretches endlessly beyond the glass, dark blue and infinite. The sky is cloudless. The cliffs drop away into nothing, sharp and unforgiving and beautiful.

I press my palm against the glass.

It's cool beneath my hand.

I tell myself powerful men don't look twice at women like me.

I tell myself this is just a job. Just a chance. Just survival dressed up in marble and steel.

I tell myself I'll be fine.

But my hand is shaking, and I don't move it.


Chapter 4

I've been here a week when the pattern starts.

Duncan doesn't leave for tour. Doesn't disappear into studios or interviews or whatever rock stars do when they're not on stage. He stays.

Home.

Writing, he says.

I hear it sometimes — the faint hum of guitar strings through walls, low and rhythmic, never quite resolving into a melody. It drifts through the house like smoke, present but intangible, and I move around it.

I clean the main living spaces in the mornings while Lily naps. Dust surfaces that don't seem to gather dust. Wipe down counters that gleam already. The house doesn't need much. It's pristine, controlled, like everything else here.

But I do it anyway.

Because that's the job.

Because I need to be useful.

Because when I'm moving, I'm not thinking.

Duncan works in the east wing study, a room I'm not supposed to enter unless he asks. The door stays closed most days, and I hear him through it — fingers on strings, the occasional low murmur, maybe into a phone, maybe to himself.

He emerges in the afternoons.

That's when I feel it.

The weight of his attention.

It starts small.

A glance as I cross the hallway with a laundry basket balanced on my hip.

A pause when I enter the kitchen to refill Lily's bottle.

He doesn't speak much. Doesn't need to. His presence fills rooms the way sound fills silence — unavoidable, absolute.

I'll be wiping down the island, and I'll feel him before I see him.

Standing in the doorway.

Watching.

Not staring. Not leering.

Just… watching.

Like he's cataloguing something. Learning me in increments.

I keep my head down. Focus on the task. Pretend I don't notice.

But I do.

I always do.

On the third day, Lily cries while I'm vacuuming the main living room.

I switch off the machine and move quickly to the wing, lifting her from the cot. She's hungry — always hungry — and I settle into the rocking chair, adjusting my shirt.

The latch is immediate. Familiar. My body responds without thought, milk letting down in a rush that's almost painful.

I close my eyes and breathe.

This part is private.

This part is mine.

Except when I open my eyes, Duncan is standing in the doorway.

Not inside the room. Just at the threshold, one shoulder braced against the frame, arms crossed loosely over his chest.

He doesn't look away.

My breath catches.

"I—" I start, but nothing follows. My face burns.

"You're good with her," he says.

His voice is quiet. Almost thoughtful.

"She's my daughter."

"Not all mothers are."

I don't know what to say to that, so I say nothing.

His gaze drops — not to Lily, but to me. To the curve of fabric stretched over my chest, damp now where milk seeps through.

I should cover myself. Adjust. Do something.

I don't move.

"You need anything?" he asks.

"No."

"You sure?"

"Yes."

He nods slowly. Pushes off the doorframe.

"Let me know if that changes."

Then he's gone.

I sit there, heart hammering, Lily nursing peacefully, and I don't understand why my hands are shaking.

The next day, I'm folding laundry in the main living room when he walks in.

I glance up. He's barefoot, dressed in a black T-shirt and low-slung jeans, hair damp like he's just showered. He moves to the far side of the room, near the piano I've never heard him play, and leans against it.

He doesn't say anything.

Just watches.

I fold a towel. Then another. My movements feel clumsy under his gaze, too deliberate, like I'm performing domesticity instead of living it.

"You don't have to do that in here," he says finally.

"It's easier. More space."

"Mm."

Silence stretches.

I fold another towel.

"How old is she now?" he asks.

"Four months."

"And the father?"

I freeze.

My hands still on the fabric.

"Not in the picture."

"His choice or yours?"

I look up. His expression hasn't changed — calm, unreadable — but there's something in his eyes. Something sharp.

"Does it matter?"

"It does to me."

"Why?"

"Because I want to know if he's going to show up."

The towel slips from my hands. I catch it, refold it, buy myself time.

"He won't."

"You're sure?"

"He signed away his rights before she was born."

Duncan's jaw tightens. Just barely. Just enough.

"Then he's a fucking idiot."

I blink.

He pushes off the piano, crosses the room in three long strides, and stops in front of the sofa. Close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes.

"You're doing this alone."

It's not a question.

"I manage."

"That's not what I asked."

"I'm fine."

"You're here."

"Because I needed a job."

"Because you didn't have another option."

My throat tightens.

He crouches. Slowly. Until we're almost eye level, and the sheer size of him compresses the space between us into something unbearable.

"You don't have to do this alone anymore," he says quietly.

"I'm your housekeeper. Not—"

"Not what?"

I don't finish.

His hand lifts. Slowly. Deliberately. And his fingers close around my wrist — not tight, not painful, just firm enough that I feel the heat of his palm against my pulse.

"You're under my roof," he says. "That means you're under my care. Understand?"

I should pull away.

I don't.

"I understand."

"Good."

He releases me. Stands. And just like that, the air shifts, breathable again.

He walks toward the hallway, pauses at the threshold.

"There's a storm coming in tonight. If she wakes, don't hesitate to knock."

Then he's gone.

I sit there, laundry forgotten, staring at my wrist where his fingers were.

The skin is warm.

The storm arrives just after midnight.

Rain lashes the windows in sheets, and the wind howls like something alive. I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the house groan and settle.

Lily sleeps through it.

I don't.

Eventually, I give up, pull on a cardigan over my sleep shirt, and pad barefoot into the main house.

The kitchen is dark except for the faint glow of under-cabinet lights. I fill the kettle, set it to boil, and lean against the counter.

"Can't sleep?"

I spin.

Duncan is standing in the doorway, backlit by the hallway light. He's dressed in the same black shirt and jeans, hair mussed, eyes shadowed.

"I didn't mean to wake you."

"You didn't."

He moves into the kitchen, stops at the island across from me.

"Tea?" I offer, gesturing to the kettle.

"Sure."

I pour two mugs. Pass one across. Our fingers brush.

Neither of us pulls away immediately.

He takes a sip, leans back against the opposite counter, and studies me over the rim of the mug.

"How long were you with him? The father."

"Two years."

"He know you were pregnant?"

"He knew."

"And left anyway."

I nod.

Duncan sets his mug down. His jaw works.

"What about before him?"

"What about it?"

"Anyone else?"

"Why does it matter?"

"Because I want to know."

The honesty in his voice unsteadies me.

"There was someone in school. It didn't last."

"And after?"

"After was James. Lily's father."

"So two."

"No, Three."

He nods slowly. Like he's filing the information away. Does not ask about Ricky.

"What about you?" I ask, because if he can ask, so can I.

His mouth curves. Almost.

"More than three."

"I figured."

"You want details?"

"No."

"Good. Because they don't matter."

"Then why ask about mine?"

He picks up his mug again. Sips. His gaze never leaves mine.

"Because yours matter."

I don't know what to say to that.

The kettle clicks off. The rain drums harder.

"I've spent fifteen years on the road," he says quietly. "Different city every night. Different woman every night, if I wanted. And I did. For a while."

He pauses.

"It's empty, Amber. All of it. The stages, the crowds, the hotel rooms. They scream your name and don't know you at all. You wake up and don't remember where you are. You fuck someone and forget her face by morning."

His voice is flat. Almost detached.

But his eyes aren't.

"I'm tired of empty."

I swallow.

He sets his mug down. Steps around the island.

I should move.

I don't.

He stops in front of me. Close enough that I smell him — clean skin, faint cologne, something darker underneath.

"You're not empty," he says.

"I'm a mess."

"You're a mother."

"Same thing."

"No." His hand lifts. Slowly. His fingers brush my jaw, tilt my face up. "It's not."

My breath stutters.

His thumb traces the line of my cheekbone. Featherlight. Deliberate.

"You're small," he murmurs. "Strong. Tired. Beautiful."

"Duncan—"

"You don't see it. But I do."

His gaze drops to my mouth. Lingers.

Then lower.

To the damp fabric clinging to my chest.

I forgot.

I always forget.

Milk leaks when I'm stressed, when I'm tired, when Lily's schedule shifts. My body doesn't ask permission.

His pupils dilate.

"You're leaking," he says quietly.

"I know."

"Does it hurt?"

"Sometimes."

"Now?"

"A little."

His hand slides from my jaw to my shoulder. Then lower. His palm hovers just above the curve of my breast, not touching, just close enough that I feel the heat.

"Tell me to stop."

I don't.

His fingers press. Gently. Over the fabric.

I gasp.

"Does that help?" he asks.

"I—I don't—"

"Tell me."

"Yes."

He presses again. Firmer. His hand is so large it covers me completely, and the relief is immediate, dizzying.

I close my eyes.

"Are you being taken care of, Amber?"

"What?"

"Are you eating enough? Sleeping enough? Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

"That's not what I asked."

His other hand finds my waist. Steadies me.

"I need to know you're okay," he says. "Because if you're not, I'll fix it."

"You don't have to—"

"I do."

His forehead drops. Rests against mine.

We're breathing the same air now.

"You're mine to take care of," he whispers. "Understand?"

I should say no.

I should step back.

Instead, I nod.

"Say it."

"I understand."

"Good girl."

The words shiver through me.

Then he releases me. Steps back.

The absence of his touch is almost painful.

"Go to bed, Amber."

I stare at him.

"Now."

I go.

But when I'm back in my room, heart racing, skin burning where he touched me, I don't sleep.

I just lie there.

And wonder when I stopped wanting to run.


Chapter 5

The house fills with sound on Saturday night.

Not music from speakers. Actual instruments. Laughter. Voices layered over bass lines and drum beats that shake the floors.

Duncan told me three days ago there'd be people over. Band mates. A producer. A few others.

"You don't have to be visible," he said. "But if you want to help with drinks, I'll pay you extra."

I said yes because the money matters. But also because staying hidden in my wing feels like admitting something I'm not ready to name.

So I shower. Put on black jeans and a fitted grey top that doesn't cling too much but doesn't hide me either. Tie my hair back. Check on Lily — already asleep in her cot, her little fists curled near her face.

The monitor sits clipped to my waistband. I step out into the main house.

The living room is full. Maybe fifteen people scattered across the sofas, the floor, the balcony overlooking the cliffs. Someone's playing guitar. Someone else argues about tempo. A woman with bright red lipstick laughs too loud.

Duncan stands near the windows, arms crossed, listening to a man with greying hair and expensive glasses. He looks up the moment I enter.

His gaze tracks me across the room.

I pretend not to notice.

I head to the kitchen, start clearing empty bottles, refilling ice buckets. A few people nod at me. Most don't register my presence at all.

Then a hand touches my lower back.

I turn.

A man in his thirties, stubble and a leather jacket, smile too easy.

"You work here?"

"I do."

"Lucky Duncan." His hand doesn't move. "I'm Seth. Drummer for The Violet Hour."

"Amber."

"Pretty name." He leans closer. "You always this quiet, Amber?"

"I'm working."

"Come on. Have a drink with me."

"I can't."

"One drink."

"I have a baby."

"Even better. Means you know how to have fun and handle responsibility."

I step back. His hand slides away.

"I should—"

"One drink," he says again, softer now, and somehow his body has angled between me and the doorway.

I glance toward the living room. Duncan's still talking. But his jaw is tight.

Seth follows my gaze. Grins.

"He won't care. Duncan doesn't do jealous. Trust me."

He hands me a glass. I don't take it.

"I really need to—"

"Five minutes." His hand returns. This time to my waist. "Come on. You're too pretty to spend the whole night serving drinks."

"I'm fine, really—"

"Just five minutes."

He guides me toward the hallway. Past the guest bathroom. Into the dim corner near the staircase where the noise from the party muffles.

My pulse spikes.

"Seth, I should get back—"

"Relax." He sets his drink on the side table. Both hands find my hips now. "You're wound so tight."

"I'm not—"

He kisses me. I freeze. His mouth is insistent, his hands sliding up, one reaching for my breast, squeezing over the fabric—

I shove him. He stumbles back. Laughs.

"Feisty. I like it."

"Don't—"

He grabs my wrist. Pulls me close again.

"Come on, sweetheart. Don't be—"

He doesn't finish.

Because Duncan's fist connects with his jaw. Seth crashes into the wall. Blood sprays from his mouth.

"What the fuck—"

Duncan grabs him by the collar, hauls him upright, and slams him again. Harder.

"She said no."

"Jesus, Duncan, I was just—"

"Get. Out."

Duncan drags him toward the door. Seth tries to twist free, swings wildly. Duncan blocks it, drives his knee into Seth's stomach, who doubles over, gasping.

The party noise dims. People watching now. Duncan opens the front door, shoves Seth through it.

"Don't come back."

He slams the door.

Silence.

Then someone laughs nervously, and the music starts again.

Duncan turns. His knuckles are bleeding. His gaze finds mine.

"Upstairs," he says quietly. "Lily's crying."

I hear it then — the faint wail through the monitor.

I run.

Lily settles after twenty minutes. I rock her, whisper soft sounds, let her nurse until her eyes droop and her breathing evens. I lay her down gently. Adjust the blanket. My hands shake. Duncan's voice replays. She said no. The weight of his fist. The sound of Seth hitting the wall.

I press my palms to my face. Breathe.

The monitor glows green. Steady. I should stay here. Should lock the door and pretend tonight didn't happen.

Instead, I walk out.

The guests are gone.

The house is quiet again, just the hum of the refrigerator and the distant crash of waves.

Duncan sits in the armchair near the fireplace, elbows on his knees, head bowed.

He looks up when I enter.

"She asleep?"

"Yes."

He nods. Doesn't move.

I cross the room slowly. Stop a few feet away.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For... that. For stopping him."

His jaw tightens.

"I should've seen it sooner."

"You didn't know."

"I should have."

I swallow.

"Are you okay?" I ask.

He exhales. Leans back. His gaze drags over me, slow and deliberate.

"Are you?"

"I'm fine."

"He touched you."

"Barely."

"He put his hands on you."

My throat tightens.

"Duncan—"

"Come here."

I don't move.

"Amber. Come here."

I step forward. Once. Twice.

He reaches out, wraps his hand around my wrist, and pulls me closer. Until I'm standing between his knees. His thumb strokes the inside of my wrist. Slowly. His other hand rests on my hip.

"You don't let anyone touch you," he says quietly. "Not unless you want it."

"I know."

"Do you?"

"Yes."

"Then why didn't you hit him?"

"I—I froze."

"You don't freeze with me."

My breath catches.

His hand slides from my hip to the small of my back. Presses. Brings me closer still.

"Do you?" he asks again.

"No."

"Why?"

"Because..."

"Because what?"

"Because I trust you."

His eyes darken.

"Say it again."

"I trust you."

His hand tightens. His other lifts, cups my jaw.

"Good girl."

Then he kisses me. It's not tentative. Not questioning. He kisses me like he's claiming something that was already his. His mouth is firm, controlled, and I melt into it without thinking. My hands find his shoulders, gripping, and he pulls me down onto his lap.

I straddle him.

His hands slide up my sides, thumbs brushing the underside of my breasts, and I gasp into his mouth.

He pulls back. Just enough to look at me.

"Tell me to stop."

I shake my head.

"Amber—"

"Don't stop."

His pupils blow wide.

Then his mouth is on my throat, my collarbone, the edge of my shirt. His hands cup my breasts over the fabric, squeezing gently, and I arch into him.

"You're perfect," he murmurs against my skin. "So fucking perfect."

"I'm not—"

"You are."

His hand slides under my shirt. Skin to skin. His palm is rough, warm, and when he brushes my nipple I whimper.

"Sensitive," he says softly.

"It's because—"

"I know why."

He lifts my shirt. I raise my arms and let him pull it off.

His gaze drops.

I'm not wearing a bra — can't, most days, because they hurt. My breasts are swollen, heavy, and a faint dampness already darkens my skin.

He stares.

"Duncan—"

"Beautiful."

His mouth closes over my nipple.

I cry out.

He sucks gently, then harder, and milk beads on his tongue. He groans, low and guttural, and the sound vibrates through me.

"Oh god—"

"Relax," he murmurs. "Let me take care of you."

He switches sides. His hand kneads the other breast, coaxing more milk, and the relief is so intense I nearly sob.

He pulls back. Licks his lips.

"Bedroom," he says.

"What?"

"Now."

He stands, lifting me with him, and I wrap my legs around his waist. He carries me down the hallway, into his room, and lays me on the bed.

The door clicks shut.

He strips methodically. Shirt first. Revealing the broad, carved planes of his chest, the dark ink scrolling across his ribs. Then his belt. Jeans. When he pushes his boxers down, I stop breathing.

He's massive.

Thick and long and already hard, and I don't know how—

"It'll fit," he says, reading my face.

"I don't—"

"It will."

He kneels between my legs. Unbuttons my jeans. Slides them down with my underwear in one smooth motion.

I'm bare beneath him. His hands part my thighs.

"You're going to come first," he says.

"Duncan—"

"First."

His mouth descends.

I've never felt anything like this. His tongue is slow, deliberate, tracing every fold, every nerve. He finds my clit and sucks gently, then harder, and I'm shaking, gripping the sheets, gasping his name.

"That's it," he murmurs. "Let go."

His fingers slide inside. Two. Stretching. Curling.

I shatter.

The orgasm crashes through me, white-hot and overwhelming, and he doesn't stop. Just keeps licking, sucking, coaxing every last tremor from my body. When I finally go limp, he pulls back.

His mouth glistens.

"Good girl," he says.

He moves up my body. Settles between my thighs. The head of his cock presses against my entrance.

I tense.

"Breathe," he says.

"You're too big—"

"Breathe."

He pushes in. Slowly.

It burns.

"Oh god—"

"Relax."

"I can't—we need protection," I gasp, the words tumbling out between ragged breaths.

He stills above me, his dark eyes boring into mine with an intensity that makes my stomach flip.

"No," he says simply.

"Duncan, we have to—"

"No." His voice is low, rough with desire. "I want to feel all of you. Nothing between us."

My heart pounds against my ribs. "But I could—"

"Get pregnant?" He shifts slightly, and I feel every inch of him inside me. "Good."

The word hits me like a physical blow. "What?"

His hand slides up to cup my face, thumb brushing over my lips. "You think I don't know what you are? How fertile you are?" His eyes are almost black now. "Your body was made for this. Made to carry life. Made to carry my children."

"Duncan—"

"I want to fill you," he whispers against my ear, his breath hot on my skin. "Want to pump you full of my seed until it takes root. Until you're round with my baby."

The raw possession in his voice makes me clench around him involuntarily, and he groans.

"Feel that?" he murmurs. "Your body wants it too."

"Yes, you can."

He sinks deeper. Inch by inch. Stretching me impossibly wide, and I feel like I'm being split apart. My body resists, muscles clenching instinctively against the invasion, but he's relentless in his gentleness. Patient. Determined.

It hurts.

God, it hurts so much more than I expected. A sharp, burning ache that radiates through my core, making me feel raw and exposed and utterly overwhelmed. Every nerve ending screams in protest as he fills me, claiming space my body isn't sure it can give.

I whimper—a broken, desperate sound that escapes before I can stop it—and he stills completely. His breathing is ragged above me, his entire body tense with the effort of holding back. I can feel him trembling, fighting his own need to move, to take what he wants.

But he waits.

He waits for me.

"Look at me."

I do.

"You're safe," he says. "I've got you."

He pulls back slightly. Pushes in again. Deeper.

The pain shifts.

Slowly.

Into something else.

Pressure. Fullness. A low, aching heat that builds with every thrust.

"Duncan—"

"I know."

He's fully inside now. Buried to the hilt.

He stills. Lets me adjust.

Then he starts to move.

He fucks me slowly at first. Deep, deliberate strokes that drag against every nerve. My body opens for him, accepts him, and the pain dissolves into pleasure so intense I can't think.

"You feel that?" he murmurs. "Feel how perfectly you take me?"

"Yes—"

"You're mine, Amber. Say it."

"I'm yours—"

"Again."

"I'm yours—"

He thrusts harder. Faster.

I come again, clenching around him, and he groans, his rhythm faltering.

"Fuck—"

He buries himself deep and holds, his entire body going rigid.

I feel him pulse inside me. Hot. Filling me.

He collapses onto his elbows, breathing hard, and kisses me.

Soft this time.

Almost tender.

"You're safe here," he whispers. "You don't need anyone else."

I nod.

Because it's true.

And I don't want to fight it anymore.


Chapter 6

I wake to wetness.

Not between my legs—though there's that too, sticky and warm from what Duncan left inside me hours ago.

This is different. My breasts ache. Heavy. Swollen.

I shift carefully, trying not to wake him, but the movement makes it worse. A sharp tingle spreads through my chest, and I feel the letdown reflex kick in—that familiar, inevitable release.

The sheets beneath me are damp. I've leaked through my bra. Through the thin sleep shirt Duncan gave me after he finally let me leave his bed to check on Lily.

She's still asleep. I can see the baby monitor on the nightstand, the soft green light indicating she hasn't stirred. Six hours now. She's never slept this long. Maybe it's the new space.

The quiet. The safety.

Or maybe my body just knows I'm not going anywhere.

Either way, I'm engorged. Painfully so.

I sit up slowly, wincing at the pressure, and press my palm against my chest. The fabric is soaked, clinging to my skin, and I can feel more milk beading at my nipples, warm and insistent.

I need to pump. Or wake Lily.

But when I move to stand, Duncan's hand closes around my wrist.

"Where are you going?"

His voice is rough with sleep, but his grip is firm.

"I need to—" I glance down at myself, flushing. "I'm leaking."

He doesn't let go. Instead, he pulls me back down onto the bed, rolling me beneath him in one smooth motion. His weight settles over me, pinning me in place, and his eyes drop to my chest.

The wet fabric clings to every curve. Every detail. I watch his jaw tighten.

"Duncan—"

"Take it off."

"What?"

"The shirt. Take it off."

My pulse kicks hard. "I just need to pump—"

"No." His hand slides under the hem, fingers brushing the underside of my breast. "I'll take care of it."

Heat floods my face. "That's not—you can't—"

"Why not?"

Because it's too intimate. Too exposing. Too much. But I don't say any of that. I just stare at him, breathless, as he lifts the shirt over my head and tosses it aside.

My breasts spill free, heavy and swollen with milk, the weight of them settling against my ribcage. They feel impossibly full, tender to the point where even the cool morning air makes me shiver. Another droplet forms at my left nipple, white and warm, threatening to fall.

Duncan's eyes darken to something almost black. His gaze locks onto that single bead of milk, watching it cling to the tip before slowly rolling down the curve of my breast.

"Fuck," he murmurs, his voice thick and rough. The word hangs between us, heavy with need.

He reaches for me slowly, deliberately, like he's approaching something sacred. His large hands cup me gently, fingers splaying wide to cradle the full weight of my breasts. The warmth of his palms seeps into my aching flesh, and I gasp—half from the sharp pressure of his touch, half from the sweet relief of finally being held.

His thumbs brush across my nipples, collecting the moisture there, and I can't suppress the soft moan that escapes my throat.

"Does it hurt?"

"Yes," I whisper.

"Then let me help."

He lowers his head.

The first touch of his mouth makes me whimper.

He doesn't bite. Doesn't suck hard.

Just closes his lips around my nipple and draws gently, and the relief is immediate. Overwhelming.

Milk flows into his mouth, and he groans—a deep, guttural sound that vibrates through my chest.

"Duncan—"

He doesn't stop.

Just keeps drinking. Slow. Deliberate. Like he's savoring every drop. His hand moves to my other breast, kneading carefully, coaxing more milk to the surface. It leaks down his fingers, warm and sticky, and he pulls back just long enough to lick his palm clean before returning to my nipple.

"God," I breathe.

"You taste fucking perfect."

He switches sides. Latches onto my other breast. The pressure builds again—that sharp, sweet ache—and then releases as he drinks. My body responds instinctively, letting down more, giving him everything.

I should feel embarrassed.

Instead, I feel claimed.

His free hand slides down my stomach. Between my legs. I'm already wet. Soaked, actually. From last night. From this.

From him.

"Look at you," he murmurs against my skin. "Dripping for me."

His fingers find my clit, circling slowly, and I arch into his touch.

"Duncan—"

"Shh. Let me take care of you."

He slips two fingers inside. I'm still sore from earlier—stretched and tender—but the slickness makes it easy. He pumps slowly, curling his fingers just right, and I'm gasping, trembling, falling apart beneath him.

All while he drinks from my breast. The sensation is overwhelming. Every pull of his mouth sends a jolt straight to my core, where his fingers are working me with maddening precision. The rhythm syncs—suck, thrust, suck, thrust—until I can't tell where one pleasure ends and the other begins. Milk flows freely now, faster than he can swallow, and it runs down his chin, his throat, pooling in the hollow of my collarbone.

He doesn't care. Just keeps drinking. Keeps fucking me with his fingers.

"Come for me," he growls.

"I can't—"

"Yes, you can."

His thumb presses hard against my clit, and the world explodes. The climax tears through me like lightning, white-hot and devastating, and my body responds with violent abandon—milk erupting from my breasts in hot streams that paint his face, his chest, the sheets beneath us in sticky sweetness. I'm crying out, clenching around his fingers, and he's groaning, lapping at my nipple, drinking everything I give him.

It's too much.

Too intense.

Too good.

I shake apart completely, and he holds me through it, murmuring praise against my skin.

"That's it. Good girl. So fucking beautiful."

When I finally go limp, he pulls back.

His face is wet. Glistening. He licks his lips slowly, deliberately, and I watch, dazed, as he brings his fingers to his mouth and sucks them clean.

"You have no idea what you do to me," he says.

I can't speak.

Can barely breathe.

He shifts above me, settling between my thighs, and I feel him—hard, insistent, pressing against my entrance.

"Again?" I whisper.

"Again."

"I'm sore—"

"I know." He kisses me softly. "I'll be gentle."

He pushes in. Slowly. Stretching me all over again. It still hurts—a deep, aching burn—but there's pleasure too, threading through the pain, making it bearable. Making it want.

He bottoms out and stills.

"You're perfect," he murmurs. "So fucking perfect."

Then he starts to move.

This time, he's true to his word.

Gentle.

Each thrust is slow, deliberate, giving my body time to adjust. To open. To accept. He leans down and takes my nipple into his mouth again, sucking lightly as he fucks me, and the dual sensation makes me dizzy.

Milk flows.

He drinks.

I dissolve.

"Mine," he whispers. "Every part of you."

"Yours," I breathe.

Because it's true.

He's claimed every inch of me now.

My body. My pleasure. My milk.

And I don't want him to stop.

He comes deep inside me again, his hips stuttering, his breath ragged against my breast.

This time, when he collapses beside me, he pulls me into his arms and holds me close. His hand cups my breast gently, possessively, and I feel another slow trickle of milk against his palm.

"Sleep," he murmurs.

I should protest. Should check on Lily. Should clean up.

But I don't.

I just close my eyes and let him hold me.

Let him keep me.

Because leaving isn't an option anymore.

And I'm not sure I want it to be.


Chapter 7

I'm late.

Three days late.

I'm never late.

The realization hits me while I'm folding Duncan's laundry in the guest wing, Lily napping peacefully in her crib beside me. My hands freeze mid-fold on one of his black shirts, and the fabric slips through my fingers.

Three days.

My cycle has always been predictable, even after Lily. Twenty-eight days like clockwork. But now— I sink onto the edge of the bed, my mind racing. We haven't used protection. Not once. He made that clear from the beginning, made me understand exactly what he wanted when he pushed into me that first night, when he said those words that should have terrified me but instead made something deep inside me clench with want.

I want to see you round with my children.

At the time, I thought it was just talk. Heat-of-the-moment possession. The kind of thing men say when they're desperate to claim you. But Duncan doesn't say things he doesn't mean.

And now my period is three days late.

I try to rationalize it. Stress can delay things. Moving into a new place, adjusting to this new life, the intensity of what's been happening between us—all of it could throw my body off its rhythm.

It doesn't have to mean anything. Except I know my body. I carried Lily. I know the signs. And there's something different now. A familiar tenderness in my breasts that has nothing to do with breastfeeding. A subtle heaviness low in my abdomen. A bone-deep exhaustion that feels different from simple sleeplessness.

I press my hand against my stomach. Flat. Still flat. But maybe not for long.

The thought sends panic spiraling through me, sharp and cold.

I barely know him. Six weeks. That's all it's been. Six weeks of working for him, two weeks of sharing his bed, and now I might be—

I can't even think the word.

"Amber."

His voice from the doorway makes me jump.

Duncan stands there, filling the frame the way he always does, all broad shoulders and quiet intensity. He's wearing dark jeans and a fitted grey t-shirt that stretches across his chest, his hair slightly damp from a shower. The late afternoon light slants through the windows behind him, gilding the edges of his silhouette in gold.

He looks like something carved from stone.

Beautiful.

Dangerous.

Mine.

Except—maybe I'm his. Maybe I've been his from the moment I signed that NDA and stepped into this house with nowhere else to go.

"You all right?" He moves into the room, and I realize I'm still sitting there with my hand pressed to my stomach, probably looking as panicked as I feel.

"Fine." The word comes out too quickly. "I'm fine."

His eyes narrow slightly.

He crosses to me in three long strides and crouches in front of me, his hands coming to rest on my thighs. The heat of his palms seeps through my leggings, grounding and possessive all at once.

"Try again."

I swallow hard.

"I'm just—" I can't look at him. Can't meet those dark eyes that see too much. "My period's late."

The silence stretches between us.

I force myself to look up, bracing for anger or panic or regret.

But Duncan's expression doesn't change.

He just watches me, steady and calm, his thumbs tracing slow circles against my thighs.

"How late?" His voice is measured. Controlled.

"Three days."

"Could be stress."

"I know. That's what I—" I stop. Take a breath. "But I don't think it is."

His jaw tightens slightly, the only visible reaction, and then he's standing, pulling me up with him. His hands frame my face, tilting my head back so I have to meet his gaze.

"You're panicking," he says quietly.

"Shouldn't I be?"

"No."

The certainty in his voice makes something in my chest loosen slightly, even as my mind continues to race.

"Duncan, we barely know each other. If I'm pregnant—"

"Then you're pregnant." He says it like it's the simplest thing in the world. Like my entire life isn't potentially about to change again. "I don't run from consequences, Amber. You should know that by now."

"This isn't just a consequence," I whisper. "This is a person. Another life. I can't"

"You won't do it alone." His thumb brushes across my cheekbone, gentle despite the intensity in his eyes. "If you carry my child, you'll never struggle again. Do you understand me? Never."

The words should feel like a trap. Instead, they feel like an anchor.

I search his face, looking for doubt or hesitation, but find only that same unwavering certainty that drew me to him from the beginning. The same quiet dominance that makes me feel small and safe all at once.

"You mean that," I breathe.

"I don't say things I don't mean."

He kisses me then, slow and deep, and I feel myself melting into him the way I always do. The panic doesn't disappear entirely, but it recedes, pushed back by his solidity, his confidence, his absolute refusal to let me fall apart. When he pulls back, his hand slides down to rest against my stomach, right where mine had been moments before.

"We'll find out for certain tomorrow," he says. "But either way, you're mine. That doesn't change."

I nod, unable to speak past the tightness in my throat.

His hand spreads wider, possessive and warm.

"And if there's a baby growing in here..." His voice drops lower, rougher. "Then that's mine too."

Something shifts in the air between us. The tenderness bleeds away, replaced by something darker. Hungrier.

His eyes drop to my mouth, then lower, to where my breasts press against my shirt. I'm wearing a thin cotton top, no bra—I stopped bothering with them weeks ago, given how often they leak—and my nipples are already visible, peaked beneath the fabric.

"Duncan—"

"Take it off."

It's not a request.

I hesitate for only a heartbeat before I grip the hem and pull the shirt over my head. Cool air hits my skin, and my nipples tighten further. Milk beads at the tips, two perfect droplets that catch the light.

Duncan's gaze goes molten.

"Fuck," he breathes. "Look at you."

He doesn't touch me yet. Just stares, drinking in the sight of my exposed breasts with an intensity that makes heat coil low in my belly despite everything else swirling in my head.

"These are mine," he says quietly. "This milk. This body. Every part of you."

"Yes."

"Say it properly."

"I'm yours." My voice shakes. "All of me."

"And if you're carrying my baby?"

"Then—" I swallow. "Then that's yours too."

He moves then. Fast. His mouth crashes against mine, all consuming hunger and raw possession, and I'm drowning in him, in the taste of him, in the way his hands grip my waist hard enough to bruise. He spins me around.

"Hands on the bed."

I obey without thinking, bending forward, bracing my palms against the mattress. Behind me, I hear the clink of his belt, the rasp of his zipper, and my breath quickens. He yanks my leggings down roughly, taking my underwear with them, and the air hits my bare skin like a shock.

"Spread your legs."

I do.

He kicks my feet wider apart, forcing me to arch more, to expose myself completely.

One hand slides up my spine, slow and deliberate, until it fists in my hair. Not painful, but firm. Controlling.

"You understand what this means?" His voice is a low growl at my ear. "If you're pregnant, there's no going back. You're mine permanently. Bound to me."

"I know," I whisper.

"And you're wet for me anyway."

It's true.

I can feel the slickness between my thighs, the evidence of how much my body wants this despite—or maybe because of—everything else. His other hand grips my hip. Then he slams into me from behind.

I cry out.

He's huge—too big, always too big—and from this angle he goes impossibly deep. The stretch burns, overwhelming, and for a moment I can't breathe, can't think, can only feel him splitting me open.

"Duncan—"

"Take it." He pulls back and drives in again, just as hard. "You can take it."

There's no gentleness this time. No careful building. Just raw possession, his hips snapping against mine in a brutal rhythm that has me gasping, trembling, struggling to hold myself up.

But God, it feels good.

The pain bleeds into pleasure, sharp and bright, and I'm pushing back against him, meeting each thrust even as my arms shake with the effort of staying upright.

"That's it," he growls. "Fuck, you're perfect. So tight around me."

His hand tightens in my hair, pulling my head back, and the angle shifts just enough that he's hitting something deep inside that makes stars explode behind my eyelids.

I'm going to come.

Already.

"Duncan, I—"

"Do it. Come on my cock."

The command sends me over the edge.

I shatter, clenching around him, milk spraying from my breasts in hot arcs that soak the bedding beneath me. The orgasm tears through me violently, and I'm sobbing, shaking, completely undone.

He doesn't stop.

Just keeps fucking me through it, relentless and deep.

"Good girl," he murmurs. "So fucking good for me."

Then he shifts.

Pulls me upright, still buried inside me, so my back is flush against his chest. One arm bands across my waist, holding me in place. The other hand comes up to cup my breast.

"Look down," he commands.

I do.

Watch as his large hand engulfs my breast, fingers squeezing, and milk sprays from my nipple in a thick stream.

"This is mine," he growls in my ear. "Every drop."

He squeezes again, rhythmic pumps that match his thrusts, and milk flows freely, running down my stomach, my thighs, slicking the place where we're joined.

It's obscene.

Primal.

Perfect.

"If you're carrying my baby," he says, his voice rough with possession, "I'll do this every day. Keep you full. Keep you mine."

I can't speak.

Can only moan as he fucks me deeper, harder, his hand working my breast until I'm empty and aching and completely his.

"Say it," he demands. "Say you're mine."

"Yours," I gasp. "God, Duncan, I'm yours."

He comes with a guttural groan, flooding me with heat, and I feel the pulse of him deep inside as he marks me completely.

Permanently.

We collapse together onto the bed, his weight pressing me down into the mattress, and I feel trapped.

Owned.

Secure.

His hand splays across my stomach again as we both struggle to catch our breath.

"Tomorrow," he murmurs. "We find out tomorrow."

I nod weakly.

And realize that part of me—the part that should be terrified—is hoping the test comes back positive.

Because being bound to Duncan Craddock doesn't feel like a cage.

It feels like coming home.


Chapter 8

The doctor's office smells like antiseptic and lavender—a calculated attempt at comfort that doesn't quite work. The scent clings to everything: the beige walls, the vinyl chairs, the stack of outdated magazines splayed across a glass coffee table.

I sit on the examination table, paper crinkling beneath me with every small shift of my weight. The sound is too loud in the sterile quiet, like static against my nerves. My legs dangle, feet not quite touching the floor, making me feel smaller than I already am.

Duncan stands against the far wall, arms crossed over his chest, face carved into that unreadable mask he wears when the world is watching. But his eyes never leave me. They track every movement, every breath, cataloguing my reactions like he's memorizing them.

Lily sleeps in her carrier at his feet, one tiny fist curled against her cheek. She looks so peaceful, so unaware that her entire world is about to shift again.

Dr. Patel returns with a manila folder clutched against her chest and that practiced gentle smile doctors perfect—warm but professional, reassuring but detached. She settles into her rolling chair, the wheels squeaking slightly as she positions herself between Duncan and me.

"Congratulations," she says, her voice soft but clear. "You're pregnant. About six weeks along, based on the blood work and your cycle information."

The words hang in the air like smoke.

Six weeks.

The first time we fucked. I glance at Duncan. See the satisfied smirk.

I wait for the fear to hit—that sharp, breathless panic that should come with news like this. The overwhelming certainty that I've made a terrible mistake. That I'm not ready. That I can't do this again.

It doesn't come.

Instead, there's just... stillness. A strange, settling quiet that spreads through my chest like warm water. My hand moves instinctively to my stomach, pressing against the flat plane where something microscopic is already growing. Already changing everything.

"You're certain?" Duncan's voice cuts through the quiet, sharp and controlled. There's something underneath it—not doubt, but a need for absolute confirmation that makes my pulse quicken.

"Quite certain." Dr. Patel opens the folder with practiced efficiency, showing us a sheet of numbers and abbreviations that might as well be hieroglyphics. "Blood work confirms it. HCG levels are exactly where they should be for this stage of pregnancy. Everything looks completely normal and healthy."

She continues talking—about prenatal vitamins and first trimester precautions and scheduling our next appointment—but her voice fades into background noise.

Duncan moves then.

Crosses the small room in three measured strides, his boots silent against the linoleum floor. He doesn't ask permission. He simply takes my hand in his, threading our fingers together with the same deliberate certainty he brings to everything.

His grip is firm. Possessive. Warm.

"Thank you, Doctor."

The dismissal in his tone is polite but absolute.

We don't speak on the drive home.

Duncan's hand rests on my thigh, thumb stroking slow circles that should soothe but instead ignite something low in my belly.

Lily babbles from her car seat behind us.

When we pull into the estate, he kills the engine but doesn't move.

"How do you feel?"

The question is simple.

The answer isn't.

"I don't know," I admit. "I should be terrified."

"But you're not."

"No."

He turns to face me fully, and his eyes are dark. Intense.

"You're mine now." Not a question. A statement of fact. "Permanently."

"I was already yours."

"Not like this." His hand moves to my stomach, spreads wide across the flat plane. "Now you're carrying my child. You're bound to me in every way that matters."

I should argue.

Tell him that pregnancy doesn't equal ownership.

That I'm still my own person.

Instead, I cover his hand with mine.

"I know."

His smile is slow. Dangerous.

"Good girl."

Inside, Duncan takes Lily from her carrier with surprising gentleness.

"I'll watch her," he says. "Go make yourself some tea."

I hesitate.

"Duncan—"

"Go."

It's not harsh. Just firm.

I do as he says.

In the kitchen, I fill the kettle and watch through the doorway as Duncan settles onto the floor with Lily. He's too large for the space, all broad shoulders and long limbs, but he folds himself down without hesitation.

Lily squeals.

Reaches for his face with chubby fingers.

He catches her hand, brings it to his mouth, and blows a raspberry against her palm.

She dissolves into giggles.

And something in my chest cracks open.

He's good with her.

Patient.

Attentive in a way James never was, in a way Ricky couldn't be bothered to try.

Duncan glances up and catches me staring.

"Tea's boiling."

I blink.

Turn back to the kettle.

But my hands shake as I pour.

An hour later, Lily's asleep in her crib, her tiny fists curled against the soft cotton of her sleep sack. The room is dim, lit only by the gentle glow of her nightlight casting dancing shadows across the walls I painted myself in soft lavender.

Duncan stands in the doorway of the nursery, one broad shoulder braced against the frame, watching her chest rise and fall in the steady rhythm of deep sleep. There's something almost reverent in the way he observes her—this powerful man who commands stages and crowds, rendered still by a sleeping infant.

"She trusts you," I say quietly, my voice barely above a whisper in the hushed space.

"She should." He doesn't look at me, his attention fixed on Lily's peaceful face. The words carry weight, certainty, like a promise carved in stone. "I'm going to be her father."

Not "like a father."

Not "a father figure."

Just father.

Certainty again. That unshakeable conviction that makes my pulse skip and my breath catch somewhere between my throat and lungs.

The silence stretches between us, filled with the soft sound of Lily's breathing and the distant crash of waves against the cliffs below. I watch the line of his profile in the dim light—the strong jaw, the way his dark hair falls across his forehead, the almost tender expression that transforms his usually severe features.

Then he turns, and his gaze pins me in place.

The air shifts. Thickens.

His eyes move over my face with that same careful attention he'd given Lily, but there's nothing paternal about the way he looks at me. There's hunger there. Want. And something deeper that makes my knees weak.

"Come here."

I do.

Always, I do.

But this time, when I reach him, I don't wait for instruction.

I sink to my knees.

His eyes widen.

Just slightly.

The control he wears like armor cracks, revealing something raw and surprised underneath. I catch the way his breath hitches, the subtle shift in his stance as he processes what I'm doing.

"Amber—"

"Shh." My hands go to his belt, fingers working at the leather with steady determination. The metal buckle is cool under my touch, contrasting with the heat radiating from his body. "Let me."

For once, he doesn't argue. Doesn't take control. Doesn't redirect.

Just watches as I unbuckle him, my movements deliberate and sure. The belt slides through the loops with a whisper of sound that seems loud in the quiet nursery. I unzip him slowly, the rasp of the zipper echoing the rhythm of my heartbeat. When I pull him free, he springs into my palm, warm and solid and real.

He's already half-hard, responding to my touch before I've even begun.

Thick and heavy in my hand. The weight of him surprises me, sends a thrill of anticipation and slight nervousness through my belly.

I stroke him once, twice, feeling him swell further under my touch. His skin is velvet over steel, and I can feel his pulse thrumming through the prominent vein along the underside. He grows harder with each pass of my hand, his breathing becoming more labored above me.

Then I lean forward and take him into my mouth.

He groans.

Low and guttural.

His hand goes to my hair, not pulling, just resting there.

A connection.

This is nothing like Gary.

Nothing like that awful, degrading transaction where I felt small and used and desperate.

This is power.

Mine.

I control the pace, the pressure, the depth. Every movement is deliberate, calculated. My tongue traces the prominent vein along his underside, feeling his pulse thunder against my lips. I hollow my cheeks and take him deeper, savoring the way his breath catches above me.

Duncan's thighs tremble under my hands, the muscles taut with the effort of staying still. His restraint is intoxicating. This powerful man, this force of nature who commands stages and controls everything around him, reduced to helpless pleasure by my mouth.

"Christ, Amber—"

His voice breaks on my name, and I hum in response, the vibration traveling through him. His hips jerk involuntarily, pushing deeper into my throat before he catches himself. Almost losing control. The knowledge that I'm unraveling him sends heat spiraling through my core.

I can taste him now—salt and musk and something that's purely Duncan. Rich and masculine and addictive. My own arousal builds in response, a deep, insistent ache that has me shifting on my knees, seeking friction that isn't there. The wetness between my thighs grows with each sound he makes, each tremor I pull from his body.

I slide him deeper, relaxing my throat the way I've learned to do, taking him until I can feel him at the back of my mouth. He curses, the word torn from somewhere deep in his chest.

"Fuck. Just like that."

His voice is ragged now. Desperate. Completely undone.

I love it. Love knowing I can reduce this composed, controlled man to nothing but need and want. Love the way his fingers tighten in my hair, not pulling but anchoring, as if I'm the only thing keeping him grounded.

When I feel him getting close—his cock pulsing hot and urgent against my tongue, his grip tightening in my hair with barely restrained need—I pull back slowly, letting him slip from my lips with deliberate care.

Release him with a wet sound.

He stares down at me, chest heaving.

"What—"

"Not yet."

I stand.

Peel off my shirt.

My bra.

My breasts are already heavy, aching with milk that's come in too fast since this morning's feeding. The weight of them makes every movement deliberate, every breath shallow. They feel swollen, tender, almost too full to bear. The fabric of my bra had been torture—now, free of it, they hang heavy and pale in the dim light, the nipples already dark and wet with the milk threatening to spill.

Duncan's eyes darken further as they track the line of my body, lingering on the fullness of my chest with an intensity that makes heat pool low in my belly. His gaze is hungry. Possessive. Like he's cataloguing every inch of newly exposed skin for future reference.

"Come here," I whisper, my voice barely audible in the charged silence between us.

This time, he obeys without question.

I guide him to the bed with unsteady hands, my palms flat against his chest as I push him down until he's sitting on the edge. The mattress dips under his weight, and I follow, climbing onto the bed with movements that feel both graceful and desperate. Then I straddle his face, positioning myself so that my heavy breasts hang just above his mouth, milk already beginning to bead at the tips.

"Drink," I breathe, and the single word comes out like a prayer.

He doesn't hesitate for even a heartbeat.

His mouth closes over my nipple with a hunger that steals my breath, and he sucks hard, pulling the milk from me in long, greedy draws that send shockwaves straight through my core. The sensation is unlike anything I've ever experienced—not the gentle, innocent nursing of my child, but something raw and primal and devastatingly intimate.

The relief is immediate and overwhelming.

Exquisite in its intensity.

A moan tears from my throat, low and desperate, as I thread my fingers through his dark hair and hold him close against me. His mouth is hot and demanding, working at my breast with a thoroughness that makes my entire body tremble. Each pull of his lips sends liquid heat racing through my veins, pooling between my thighs where I'm already growing wet and ready.

His large hands grip my waist with bruising force, fingers digging into my skin as he anchors me against him. I can feel his control fraying, can hear the soft sounds of satisfaction he makes as he drinks, and it only makes me want him more.

When he switches to the other breast, latching on with the same desperate intensity, I'm already soaking wet, my body crying out for more than just this sweet torment. The ache between my legs has become unbearable, a throbbing need that demands satisfaction.

I shift restlessly against him, my hips rolling of their own accord, seeking friction against his chest. Then I reach between us with trembling fingers, my hand finding the hard length of him still slick from my mouth. He's impossibly thick in my palm, hot and heavy and perfect.

Carefully, breathlessly, I position him at my entrance, the blunt head of him pressing against my wetness as I hover above him, poised on the edge of taking everything I want.

Then I sink down.

Slowly.

God, he's so big.

The first inch of him stretches me impossibly wide, and I have to pause, my thighs trembling with the effort of controlling my descent. From this angle, with gravity pulling me down onto his massive length, he feels like too much. Like something my body was never meant to accommodate.

The thick head of him presses relentlessly against my entrance, demanding entry, and when I finally force myself lower, the burn is immediate and overwhelming. It's not just fullness—it's invasion. Complete and total. My breath catches in my throat as I sink another inch, then another, each fraction of movement sending white-hot streaks of sensation through my core.

I have to stop halfway, gasping, my hands braced against his chest for support. The stretch is so intense it borders on pain, my body fighting the intrusion even as it weeps with need.

"Easy," Duncan murmurs against my breast, his voice rough with restraint. His large hands span my waist, steadying me, supporting my weight. "Take your time."

But I don't want easy. I don't want gentle.

I want all of him. Every impossible inch.

I bear down harder, forcing myself lower despite the burning protest of my body. Tears prick my eyes as he stretches me wider than I've ever been stretched, filling spaces inside me I didn't know existed. The sensation teeters on the knife's edge between pleasure and pain, so intense I can barely think, barely breathe.

But I don't stop. Can't stop. Not when I'm this close to having everything.

With one final, desperate push, I sink down completely, his entire length buried inside me to the hilt. A broken cry tears from my throat at the shock of it—the overwhelming fullness, the way he seems to touch every nerve ending at once.

"Fuck," he groans, his grip on my waist tightening. "You're perfect. So fucking perfect."

I can't speak. Can only sit there, impaled and trembling, trying to process the sensation of being so completely filled. He's everywhere inside me, stretching me beyond my limits, and yet somehow my body begins to adjust. Slowly, gradually, the burning edge softens into something deeper. More primal.

And then, carefully, I start to move.

It's excruciating in the most beautiful way.

Every rise sends him dragging against my inner walls, the friction so intense it makes my vision blur. Every fall drives him deeper, if that's even possible, hitting spots inside me that make my back arch and my toes curl against the sheets.

Too much. Too deep. Too good.

I can barely find a rhythm at first—he's so thick that lifting off him takes all my strength, and sinking back down feels like being split apart all over again. But gradually, as my body learns to accommodate his size, the movements become smoother. More fluid.

Duncan's mouth never leaves my breast as I ride him. He drinks and sucks and licks with a desperation that matches my own, his lips pulling at my nipple in steady, relentless draws. The dual sensations—the sweet pull at my breast, the thick slide of him inside me—build into something overwhelming, something that threatens to tear me apart from the inside out.

Milk flows freely now, streaming down my chest and stomach in warm rivulets. It slicks the place where we're joined, making our coupling even more primitive, more raw. I can feel it pooling between us, can hear the wet sounds it makes as I move on him.

My thighs burn from the effort, my muscles screaming in protest, but I can't stop. Won't stop. The pleasure is too intense, building too fast, threatening to consume me entirely.

"Duncan—I can't—" The words tear from my throat, broken and desperate.

"Yes, you can." His voice is muffled against my skin, vibrating through my breast as he speaks. "Come for me, Amber. Come on my cock while I drink from you."

The words are my undoing. My orgasm crashes over me like a tidal wave, violent and all-consuming, stealing my breath and my vision in one devastating surge. I'm crying out, my voice echoing off the walls as I clench around him, my inner muscles gripping him so tightly it's almost painful.

Milk sprays in hot arcs from my breasts as my body convulses, painting streaks across his chest and face. Duncan groans against my nipple, his hips bucking up into me, prolonging the pleasure until I'm boneless and shaking, completely at the mercy of the sensations coursing through me.

But even through the haze of my climax, I'm aware of his need. Can feel how close he is, how his control is hanging by a thread. Before he can finish, before he can find his own release inside me, I climb off.

He makes a sound of protest, his hands reaching for me, but I shake my head.

I kneel between his legs again, my movements still unsteady from the aftershocks of my orgasm.

His cock juts up from his body, slick with my wetness and impossibly hard. It's beautiful in its enormity—thick and veined and flushed dark with need. I take him in both hands, marveling at how my fingers can barely wrap around his girth, at how much of him there is to hold.

"I want to watch," I whisper, my voice hoarse from crying out.

Understanding dawns in his eyes, dark and heated. He leans back against the pillows, his breathing already ragged, his entire body taut with anticipation.

I stroke him with firm, deliberate movements, using both hands to work his full length. The skin is hot silk over steel, slick with my arousal, and I can feel the way his pulse throbs against my palms. His hips lift involuntarily with each stroke, seeking more friction, more pressure.

His face contorts with pleasure as I work him—jaw clenched, eyes squeezed shut, every muscle in his powerful frame straining toward release. It's intoxicating, this power I have over him. This ability to reduce a man like Duncan to trembling need.

His breathing grows ragged, harsh pants that fill the quiet room. His hips lift off the bed in desperate rhythm, chasing my touch.

"Amber—fuck—I'm—"

He comes with a roar that seems to shake the very foundations of the house.

And I watch in breathless awe as thick ropes of cum erupt from him in violent spurts. More than I've ever seen from any man—hot white streams that arc through the air before splashing across his chest, his stomach, my hands. It seems endless, wave after wave of release, each pulse accompanied by a groan of satisfaction that vibrates through his entire body.

It's primal. Raw. Beautiful in its intensity.

When it finally ends, he's spent and trembling beneath me, his chest heaving as he struggles to catch his breath. Cum covers us both—my hands, his torso, even droplets on my breasts where some of it reached.

I sit back on my heels, studying the magnificent wreckage of him. So powerful. So completely undone.

So utterly, completely mine.

Later, after we've cleaned up and he's pulled me against his chest, I lie awake.

Listening to the ocean beyond the windows.

Feeling the weight of his arm across my waist.

His hand splayed possessively over my stomach, where our child grows.

I don't know when survival became surrender.

I don't know when surrender became safety.

I only know I'm not leaving.

Not ever.

This house on the cliffs, this man who claims me with every breath, this life I never planned—

It's mine now.

And I'm his.

Completely.

Permanently.

Forever.

I close my eyes.

And for the first time in longer than I can remember, I'm not afraid of tomorrow.

Because tomorrow looks exactly like today.

And today feels like home.

__________________________________________________________________________
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