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Chapter One
Hunter


The bell over the door jingles when I step into Marge’s Diner, the same way it does every damn morning. Same chipped blue paint on the doorframe. Same red leather booths patched with duct tape. Same smell of bacon grease and bad coffee that somehow tastes better than anywhere else.

The only thing different today... is her.

She’s behind the counter, balancing a tray of mugs with both hands, a tiny crease of concentration between her brows. Long hair braided loosely down her back. Big, soft eyes that don’t seem to know where to land. She’s new in town. I would definitely remember if I’d seen her before.

And just like that, something hits me square in the chest.

I’ve spent ten years alone. Ten years of silence in my house after the divorce. Ten years of convincing myself I didn’t need anybody else to make me happy. That nobody else was worth the mess, or the heartbreak, that comes with relationships. But standing here, looking at her, I suddenly know that’s bullshit.

I don’t even know her name yet, but I already know she’s worth the risk.

“Morning, Sheriff,” someone calls behind me, but I barely register it. My buddies, Mike and Tanner, trail in after me, talking about something that happened on shift yesterday, but their voices are muted under the rush of blood pounding in my ears. My boots carry me automatically toward our usual booth, but I can’t stop watching her.

The little name tag pinned to her uniform says Wren. A pretty name for a pretty girl. Far too pretty for this dusty little diner with its sticky counters and buzzing neon lights.

She heads over, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, and her smile is hesitant and shy, her gaze darting all over the place.

“Hi,” she says, glancing up at me through her lashes. “What can I get you?”

I want to say: your number, your heart, your fucking soul, but instead I clear my throat and order a cup of coffee and pancakes. Mike and Tanner both order, and I watch, entranced, as she makes a note in her little notepad.

She nods and turns slightly, ready to go, but I’m not ready to let her. “I haven’t seen you in town before,” I say, keeping my tone casual, even though my chest is tight. “Are you new here?”

Wren hesitates for a second before pasting a polite smile on her face. “I moved here a couple of weeks ago, but it’s my first day here at the diner.”

“Where are you from?”

Her gaze drops to the notepad in her hand, lashes brushing her cheeks as she scribbles something. “A little bit of everywhere, I guess.”

She’s being vague. Purposefully so. And that only makes me want to dig deeper.

“Have you got family here?”

“No,” she says, polite but firm. “I just... needed a change of scenery.”

Before I can push even more, though, she smiles faintly and gestures towards the kitchen. “I should get these orders in. Marge won’t like it if I starve our customers.”

She lets out a little laugh that makes my heart clench.

God, she’s gorgeous.

It’s not just the thick brown hair and big hazel eyes. Or the soft curves of her body and the sweet pink lips I can’t stop staring at. It’s something else. Something deeper. A sweetness, an honesty, a spark of life that makes me feel like a moth drawn to a flame.

I nod, even though every cell in my body screams to keep her standing here longer. “Alright, little bird.”

Her eyes dart up at the nickname, like she’s not sure she heard me right, but she doesn’t comment. Just gives the smallest nod and walks off, disappearing behind the counter.

Mike’s snickering the second she’s out of earshot. “Holy hell, Hunter. You gonna interrogate the poor girl or ask her on a date?"

“Shut up,” I mutter, leaning back in the booth, but my gaze is locked on where Wren is talking to Marge behind the counter.

Tanner grins, nudging me with his elbow. “Man, you were looking at her like you already picked out the wedding venue.”

“Knock it off,” I growl, dragging a hand over my jaw.

Mike smirks. “Oh, come on. She’s pretty. We get it. You gonna finally break that decade-long dry spell?”

I don’t look at them. My focus stays on Wren, watching the way Marge gestures at the coffee machines and Wren nods along, biting her lip as she listens.

I know they’re just teasing, but the words are out before I can stop them.

“She’s gonna be my wife one day.”

There’s a beat of silence, and then Tanner barks out a laugh. “Jesus Christ, Hunter. You don’t know a thing about her.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Mike shakes his head, still grinning. “Alright, alright. Just don’t scare her off with that caveman act, Sheriff.”

But their voices fade into background noise, because I can’t stop watching Wren. The way she moves, graceful but hesitant. The way Marge pats her arm before shooing her off towards another table. The way she smiles faintly at something a customer says, nodding her head.

I can’t tear my eyes off her.

Then I notice her gaze keeps flicking back to me, too. Not often, not obvious, but every so often, when she thinks I’m not looking, her eyes find me. And when I catch her and our stares lock for those brief, weighted seconds, her cheeks flush the prettiest shade of pink before she looks away again.

She’s shy, but she sees me, too.

Christ, she’s too young for me. Early twenties, tops. Half my age, probably. I should be keeping my distance. But there’s already a part of me that wants to claim her. To pull her into my arms and hold her so tightly she’ll never doubt how badly I want her.

She drifts closer again, a tray balanced carefully in her hands, and I straighten instinctively as she reaches our table. She sets down Tanner’s plate, then Mike’s, then grabs for mine.

As she lifts the plate, it taps a mug sitting on the tray, tipping it over and sending hot coffee spilling across the table.

“Damn it...” she mutters, putting the tray down on a nearby empty table so she can scramble for napkins, panic flashing in her eyes.

I grab a stack of napkins, too, reaching out to help. “Hey,” I say, keeping my tone low, steady, calm. “It’s fine. Just an accident.”

We mop up the mess together, my hand brushing against hers in the process. It’s just a passing, innocent touch, but it’s enough to knock the breath right out of me.

And I’m not imagining it either. I hear the tiny, soft catch of her breath. See the way her fingers freeze for a fraction of a second before she pulls back like she touched something dangerous.

I want to reach out, wrap my hand around hers, keep it there. I want to feel her skin against mine, test the softness of her palm, trace the delicate bones of her wrist with my thumb.

But I don’t. Not yet. It’s her first day in a new job, and the last thing I want is her getting in trouble because I can’t control myself.

Wren sets my plate down carefully, like she’s double-checking her every move now, and I give her a nod meant to be reassuring. She swallows, murmurs a soft “Thank you,” and tucks the tray against her hip.

“I’ll bring you another coffee,” she says quietly, and disappears before I can reply.

I sit back, jaw clenched, trying to reel myself in before I do something stupid. Like pulling her down into this booth and making her stay here until she knows exactly who she belongs to.

“Jesus,” Tanner mutters under his breath, shaking his head. “Never seen you like this, Hunter. Woman’s got you acting like a damn teenager.”

I ignore him. Again.

Wren is at the counter now, working the coffee pot with careful precision. And I can’t help the thoughts that pop into my head, uninvited and impossible to shake.

I want to wake up next to that woman every day for the rest of my life. I want her belly rounded with my baby. I want her to belong to me, completely and irrevocably.

It doesn’t matter that I just met her. It doesn’t matter if it’s crazy. I know it, and the knowledge settles in my bones with a certainty that’s as familiar as it is foreign.

She’s the one.

My thoughts are interrupted when Marge herself storms over, wiping her hands on her apron. She leans one palm against the table, hip cocked, and levels me with the same look she’s been using since I was sixteen and caught stealing pie from her cooling racks out back.

“Hunter Nash,” she says, her voice low and sharp. “You’d better not be bothering my new waitress.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Marge, I...”

“I mean it,” she cuts in, pointing a flour-dusted finger at me. “That girl’s skittish as a baby deer, and I’ve got exactly one set of hands this morning. If you go scaring her off, you’ll be cooking your own damn pancakes for the rest of your life.”

I let a slow grin tug at my mouth, leaning back in the booth. “Relax, Marge. I’m not bothering her.”

Her eyes narrow like she’s deciding whether she believes me or not.

“She’s not going anywhere,” I add. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

Marge blinks, reading more into the statement than I say aloud, and shakes her head, muttering something under her breath before walking away.

I watch her go, then glance back to where Wren is carefully topping off my replacement coffee. My hand tightens around my fork.

Yeah, she’s not going anywhere.

And neither am I.


Chapter Two
Wren


The bell above the diner door jingles as I slide silverware into a holder behind the counter, the cheerful sound making my chest squeeze. Marge told me yesterday that the sheriff and his two deputies come in every morning before their shift, so I know it’s only a matter of time before Hunter Nash walks through that door.

And I shouldn’t be this keyed up about it. But my stomach does a nervous little flip every time I think about those dark, steady eyes locking on me again.

I’ve never had someone look at me the way he did yesterday. Like I was the only person in the room. Like there was nowhere else he’d rather be than staring at me, making my skin prickle and my chest warm.

I swallow, pushing the thought away as I finish stacking napkins, because there are bigger things to worry about than a dangerously handsome sheriff who seems far too interested in me.

Like the car.

That damn black car.

I’ve been telling myself for days that it’s nothing. That I’m imagining things. That small towns mean you’re bound to run into the same people more than once. But my gut won’t stop twisting, because every time I’ve seen that car, the same man has always been sitting inside it, just watching me.

Outside the grocery store. Outside the salon when I got my hair done. Even parked across the street from this diner yesterday, like he wanted me to know he was there.

And this morning, when I stepped out of the little rental house I’ve been staying in... he was there too.

Engine running. Windows rolled halfway down. Eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses.

I didn’t recognize him, but there’s only one thing that can be going on. My past is reaching out for me, inch by inch, and now it knows where I live...

I shove the thought away, forcing my breathing to steady, because panicking won’t help me right now.

The bell jingles again, louder this time, and when I glance up, my breath catches for an entirely different reason.

Hunter Nash steps inside, filling the doorway like he owns the place, his two deputies trailing behind him. He’s dressed in his uniform again today. Dark jeans, worn boots, and a fitted sheriff’s shirt that strains faintly across his broad chest. The badge glints under the overhead lights, and something deep in my stomach tightens, low and hot, in a way I’ve never felt before.

I’m still staring when his gaze finds mine, and the impact nearly knocks the air out of me. It’s too much. Too intense. Like standing too close to a fire you know will burn you, but you can’t bring yourself to step away.

I force my legs to move, picking up my notepad and tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear as I make my way to their usual booth.

“Morning,” I manage, grateful my voice sounds steady even though my heart is racing.

“Morning, Wren,” Hunter says, his voice deep and rough, curling around my name like he’s savoring it. The sound hits me low in my stomach, and I suddenly feel far too warm under my thin uniform.

I scribble down his friends’ orders first, pretending not to feel his eyes on me the whole time.

“Everything okay?” he asks, his voice pitched low, just for me. “You look pale today.”

I flinch, caught slightly off guard. “Yeah,” I say quickly. Too quickly.

His brows draw together, just the faintest furrow, like he doesn’t believe me.

I paste on what I hope is a casual smile. “Your usual?”

He studies me for a beat longer, like he’s peeling back layers I’m trying to keep hidden, but finally nods once. “Yeah. The same as yesterday, please.”

“Okay,” I whisper, jotting it down before turning on my heel and heading straight for the safety of the counter.

I give their order to the cook, my fingers still shaking as I write the last item down. I try not to think about the way Hunter’s voice wrapped around me like a blanket, or how he saw straight through my “I’m fine.”

Just breathe, Wren. Smile. Work. Focus.

Marge pops her head around the corner, her wild gray curls barely contained under a bandana. “Sweetheart, the table by the window just cleared out. Can you give it a quick wipe?”

“Sure,” I say, grateful for the distraction. I grab the spray bottle and a cloth from the clearing station and make my way to the empty booth. The morning sun streams through the glass, warming my skin, and for just a second, the world feels calm again.

Until it isn’t.

My eyes flick to the parking lot out of habit, and that’s when I see it. The black car.

My stomach drops.

It’s pulled into a space near the edge of the lot, angled just enough that I can’t see the driver through the glare on the windshield. But that doesn’t matter. I already know it’s the same guy from outside my house earlier.

I freeze mid-wipe, the rag limp in my hand. My mouth goes dry.

He just sits there. No movement. No engine noise. No reason to be here at all.

“Wren?”

The sound of my name causes me to shriek, spinning around so fast that I nearly drop the spray bottle. Hunter is standing right behind me, close enough that I feel the heat rolling off his body. His brows are drawn tight, concern etched into every hard, perfect line of his face.

“I’m sorry,” I gasp, pressing a hand to my chest. “I didn’t hear you come over.”

His eyes dart past me towards the window. “What’s wrong? You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

“I...” My throat feels tight. “It’s nothing. I’m just a little jumpy, I guess.”

That’s a lie, and I think he knows it. His gaze sharpens, moving once more to the parking lot.

“What’s going on? Is it something to do with that car?”

Before I can answer, Marge comes barreling out from the back, her eyes wide. “Is everything okay out here?”

“She got spooked,” Hunter says, keeping his eyes on me. “Wren, tell us what’s going on.”

I hesitate, then glance back at the parking lot just in time to see the car reverse slowly out of its spot and drive away, disappearing around the corner.

“There’s been a car,” I whisper. “The black one that just left the parking lot. I’ve seen it a few times over the last couple of days, in different places. But this morning... it was outside my house.”

Marge sucks in a breath.

Hunter’s jaw clenches.

“Where exactly have you seen it before?” he asks. His voice is still calm, but there’s something dangerous beneath it now. Like the quiet before a storm.

“Grocery store. Hair salon. Here, a few times over the last couple of days. And outside my home. That’s it, I think.”

“Did you recognize the driver?”

“No,” I say truthfully. “But... it’s the same man. Always alone. Just sits and watches. He never gets out of the car.”

He nods. “And do you have any idea why someone might be following you?”

That question lands like a rock in my stomach.

Do I?

Yes. Probably.

Do I want to talk about it?

Absolutely not.

“I don’t know,” I lie, trying to keep my voice even. “Maybe I’m just imagining it.”

Hunter’s expression hardens, but his voice stays gentle. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this, Wren. No one is going to hurt you. Not on my watch.

The way he says it with such certainty, like it’s already been decided, makes something sharp and painful twist inside me. Because I believe him.

And I hate that I’m still lying to him anyway.

Marge clears her throat. “We’ve got cameras out front, Hunter. They’re old, but they’ll show the lot. You want to take a look? We might be able to get a look at his plates.”

“Absolutely,” Hunter says, nodding. He looks at me again. “I’ll find out who he is, Wren. Until then, either me or one of my men will be with you. Okay?”

My eyes widen. “Oh, I... no, that’s really not necessary, I...”

“Yes,” he says firmly, cutting me off. “It is.”

I open my mouth, ready to argue, but he just gives me a look. A look that says I’m not changing his mind, and no amount of arguing is going to help.

“Okay,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Thank you.”

Hunter’s expression softens. His big hand moves up, reaching out for my shoulder, but then he catches himself. He pulls back, shoving his hands in his pockets instead, and jerks his head toward the kitchen.

“Come on. Let’s see if we can get an ID on this guy.”

I nod, my heart hammering against my ribs, and follow him and Marge into the back.


Chapter Three
Hunter


When I enter the diner again, the familiar hum of voices greets me. It’s later than I’d like, and the sky outside is already bleeding into shades of dusky gold. The thought of Wren walking home alone tonight makes my chest tighten.

Not happening. Not while I’m breathing.

I scan the booths until I find Mike, exactly where I left him this morning. My deputy’s slouched back against the vinyl seat, a half-empty mug of coffee in front of him. He looks up as I approach, raising one brow like he’s been expecting me.

I slide into the booth across from him. “Anything?”

“Yeah,” he deadpans, leaning back. “A waitress dropped a fork around noon. Real high-tension situation. Almost had to call for backup.”

I ignore him and rest my forearms on the table, narrowing my eyes. “Mike.”

He sighs, scrubbing a hand over his jaw. “No, Hunter. Nothing’s happened. No suspicious cars, no shady guys lurking around, and definitely no reason for the four phone calls you made to ‘check in.’” He does little air quotes around the words, his smirk sharp. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think the big bad sheriff is in love.”

I let the jab roll off, my jaw working as I glance towards the counter where Wren’s taking an order.

“Did you find out anything about the car?” he asks.

I nod once, my voice low. “Ran the plates, and it’s registered to a private investigator out of Chicago.”

Mike whistles under his breath. “Chicago. That’s a long way from here. You think someone hired him to follow her?”

“Yeah,” I mutter, leaning back inside the booth, my mind working through the angles. “That’s not some random drifter parking outside her house. Someone paid him to track her down. The question is... who, and why?”

Mike shrugs. “Could be family stuff. Could be money. Could be... something else.”

I stare out the window, jaw tight, almost wishing the car would arrive again just so I can go out and demand answers from the guy. “Whatever it is, she came here thinking this place was safe. And now someone’s dragged that trouble right into my backyard.”

I glance towards Wren, catching the tail end of her laugh as Marge says something to her. The sound is soft, sweet... fragile. As if my attention is enough to draw her gaze over to our table, her eyes lock on mine.

She says something to the older woman and then approaches the booth, her small hands folded in front of her. “Hey,” she says softly, looking between the two of us. “My shift is over.”

I nod, sliding out of the booth. “Let’s get you home.”

She hesitates for half a second, her gaze darting briefly towards the window before she gives me a small nod. I don’t miss the way her shoulders drop just a little when I fall into step beside her.

Outside, the parking lot is quiet, shadows stretching long under the fading light. I scan the rows automatically, my hand resting on the small of her back as we walk towards my truck. It’s casual enough not to scare her off, but the urge to keep her tethered to me burns like a live wire under my skin.

We climb inside, and the silence settles between us like a blanket as I start the engine. She gives me her address as she buckles her seatbelt, then she turns her head slightly towards the window, her profile delicate against the dusky glow outside.

I should focus on the road. I try to. But every part of me is aware of her.

The faint floral scent clinging to her skin wraps around me, subtle but inescapable. Each time I reach for the gearshift, my arm brushes close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her thigh, and it’s like an electric current straight to my chest. My fingers tighten around the steering wheel until my knuckles ache.

She’s right there. Inches away. And my whole damn body aches with desire for her.

But that’s not my priority right now. I must protect her. Keep her safe. That’s more important than anything else.

I drag in a deep breath, forcing the feral part of me back into its cage. My jaw locks, my chest tight, and I keep my eyes fixed on the road as the truck fills with the soft hum of the engine and her quiet breathing.

I pull up outside her little cabin, the headlights washing pale gold across the porch before I kill the engine. The silence that follows is thick, heavier than it should be, and when she reaches for the door handle, my hand moves on its own.

I grab her wrist, holding her gently in place. “Wait. I’m staying outside your place tonight. If that car shows up again, I’ll be right here.”

Her brows lift slightly, like she wants to protest, but I shake my head before she can. “It’s not up for debate. I’m the sheriff here, and I will do whatever I need to do to keep you safe. But before you go inside...” I hesitate, watching her closely while I brush my thumb against her wrist in a soothing motion. “Do you know anyone in Chicago?”

The way the color drains from her face is instant, like I just flipped a switch inside her. Her knuckles tighten in her lap, twisting at the hem of her sweater, and that’s all the answer I need.

“You do,” I murmur, voice low, a little rougher than I intend. “Wren, who...”

She exhales shakily, cutting me off. “Can I... can I tell you inside?” Her voice is soft, but there’s a thread of exhaustion there, like she’s been carrying too much for too long.

I study her for a beat, jaw tight, weighing my options. I could sit out here, make her talk now. But she’s spooked, and she needs to feel safe if I want the truth out of her.

“Yeah,” I say finally, reluctantly letting go of her and reaching for my door handle. “Let’s go inside.”

She leads the way up the short path and unlocks the door, the soft creak of old hinges following us inside. The cabin is small and cozy with mismatched furniture, warm lamplight, and faint hints of cinnamon lingering in the air. She gestures towards the living room, and I choose the armchair beside the window, close enough to keep my eyes on the outside while we talk. Wren curls up in the chair opposite me, drawing her legs underneath her like she’s trying to make herself smaller.

I lean forward, forearms resting on my knees, my voice low and steady. “Alright, little bird. Let’s try again. Who do you know in Chicago?”

She hesitates, biting her lip, and then finally, she lets out a shaky sigh. “That’s where I’m from. My family is still there.”

I stay quiet, giving her space.

She twists her fingers together, gaze dropping to her hands in her lap as she begins to talk. “My dad... he arranged for me to get married,” she says finally, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It was to the son of one of his business partners. Elliott.” She swallows, shaking her head faintly. “I never... I never really wanted it. I had my doubts, but my parents were so persuasive, and it felt like... like I didn’t have a choice.”

I grit my teeth but keep still, letting her go on.

“Six months ago, when I turned twenty-one, I moved in with Elliott while we planned the wedding. Before that, he seemed fine. Nice enough. I thought...” She laughs, but the sound is hollow, humorless. “I thought maybe it would be okay. That I’d learn to be happy.”

Her voice falters, but she pushes forward. “But the second I was living under his roof, everything changed. He was... controlling. He wouldn’t let me see my friends. Demanded to read my texts, saying he needed to make sure I wasn’t talking to other men. He didn’t let me work, but didn’t give me any money of my own. I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without his permission.”

My hands curl into fists against my knees. I want to run out of here, hunt the fucker down, and tear him limb from limb. But I stay silent, listening.

She draws in a shaky breath. “One day, I called my dad and told him Elliott was too controlling, and that I didn’t want to marry him anymore.” Her eyes glimmer with unshed tears now, and her voice drops to a whisper. “Dad said I was overreacting. That it was normal for a man to be protective of his fiancée.”

I swear under my breath, low and vicious, but she keeps going, as if she doesn’t hear me.

“That night... my dad told Elliott what I’d said.” Her shoulders tremble, and her voice cracks as she pushes through her story. “Elliott was so mad. I thought... I thought he was going to hit me.” A single tear spills down her cheek, and her voice breaks on the next words. “He didn’t. But he screamed at me for an hour. Told me how lucky I was, how grateful I should be that someone like him even wanted me.”

That’s it. That’s the moment I move.

I reach across and take hold of her hand, tugging it firmly enough that she has no choice but to follow. She rises up, and I pull her onto my lap, cradling her against my chest, one hand cupping the back of her head. She buries her face against my neck, and her tears stain the collar of my shirt, but she doesn’t stop.

“That was the night I knew... nobody was going to look out for me. Not my dad, not anyone. I had to take care of myself.” She tips her head back, meeting my eyes through her lashes. “I ran a few days later, when Elliott left the house long enough for me to get away.”

I brush my thumb over her cheek, wiping away the tear there, and tilt her chin so she has to look at me. “You don’t have to take care of yourself anymore, little bird,” I say, voice firm. “You’ve got me now. And I promise you that I won’t let him get anywhere near you. I would kill him before I let that happen.”

Her lips part, her breath catching softly, and I can feel the air shift around us. The weight of everything we’re not saying settles between us, charged and electric, sparking against my skin.

I should let her go. I should. But she leans in first, tentative and soft, the barest brush of her lips against mine.

And that’s all it takes for the restraint I’ve been clinging to since the moment I saw her to snap clean in half.

I crush my mouth to hers, pouring every ounce of frustration, longing, and need into the kiss. Her soft gasp sends heat tearing through my veins, and I feel her melt into me, her fingers curling in my shirt like she’s been waiting for this just as much as I have.

This is wrong. It’s messy and hungry and inevitable.

But it’s only the beginning.


Chapter Four
Wren


Hunter’s lips are still on mine when my mind finally catches up with my body. The kiss started softly, like he was giving me a chance to pull away if I wanted to. But I don’t want to. Not even a little. My fingers curl in his shirt, pulling him closer, and when he groans into my mouth, the sound sends a shiver down my spine.

I’ve never been kissed like this. Like I’m something precious. Like someone might break if they don’t get close enough.

And maybe I am breaking, but not in the way Elliott broke me. This feels different. This feels like coming back together, like finding pieces of myself I didn’t know I’d lost.

I pull back just enough to breathe, my forehead resting against his, and the words slip out before I can think better of them.

“I want you, Hunter.”

Hunter freezes. His breath is ragged, his chest rising and falling fast, but his gaze locks with mine like he’s searching for any trace of hesitation.

“Wren,” he rasps, voice hoarse, “don’t... don’t say that unless you mean it.”

I do. God, I do.

I swallow hard and shift on his lap, letting him feel the truth between us. The hard ridge of his cock presses against me, and Hunter groans. His fingers curl tighter in my hair, pulling me closer, and the low, animal sound from his throat sends sparks skittering along my skin.

“I do mean it,” I whisper. “All my life, I’ve had other people making my choices for me. First my father, and then Elliott. But right now... with my very first choice... I’m choosing you.”

“Christ, little bird,” he breathes, cupping my face like I might vanish if he lets go. “You have no idea what you’re asking for.”

I meet his gaze steadily, my voice soft but sure. “Then show me.”

For a long charged second, neither of us moves. Then he mutters a curse under his breath and kisses me again, rougher this time, like something inside him just broke free. His big hands skim down my sides, his touch gentle despite the ferocity in his kiss.

My heart pounds so hard I feel it in my throat. I’ve never done this before. But there’s no fear. Not with him.

And then he pulls back, just barely, his forehead pressed to mine as his breathing grows heavier.

“You understand what happens if I start this, Wren,” he says, voice low and edged with steel. “I’m not built to love you softly. I’ll want all of you. I’ll take all of you.”

I nod without hesitation. “I know. I want that, Hunter. I want to be yours.”

His jaw ticks, his grip tightening on my hips. “And If I get inside you...” His breath catches, and his voice drops even lower, rougher. “.... I won’t be able to pull out.”

I don’t even think before I answer. “Good.”

For a heartbeat, there’s silence. Then he growls low in his chest, like something primal just took over, and presses his mouth to my ear.

“You want me to breed you, little bird?” His voice is hoarse, wrecked, almost unrecognizable. “Fill you so deep no one will ever doubt who you belong to?”

“Yes,” I breathe, barely getting the word out. “Make me yours. Please.”

A rough growl escapes his lips. He grabs the backs of my thighs, pulling me closer, and lifts me as he stands. I gasp, wrapping my arms around his neck as he carries me, his lips finding mine again in the darkness.

I have no idea how he manages it, but we reach the bedroom without falling, and he drops me down on the bed. I scramble backwards, making room, and Hunter crawls over me. He reaches for the lamp beside the bed, bathing the room in warm light, and his dark eyes find mine as he kneels above me.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this.” His voice is raw, edged with hunger and longing, and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard.

I reach for him, running my hands up his strong arms and over his chest, pulling him closer. His hands move down, working open the buttons on my uniform and pushing it off my shoulders. My bra follows, and the cold air tightens my nipples, drawing another groan from him.

Hunter lowers his mouth to my breasts, and I moan at the first flick of his tongue. I run my fingers through his hair, holding him close, and arch into his mouth as he kisses and nips his way down my chest.

He makes quick work of the rest of my clothes, peeling them off and leaving me bare beneath him. He pulls back just long enough to drag his own shirt over his head, and when his gaze fixes on mine, the intensity in his eyes almost makes me squirm.

“Do you have any idea how fucking beautiful you are, Wren?” He leans down, pressing his lips to my neck, his voice a low rumble against my skin. “The first time I saw you, you took my breath away. You’re perfect. So goddamn beautiful.”

I whimper, clutching at his back. “Hunter, please.”

“Shhh, I’ve got you,” he murmurs, nipping at the sensitive skin below my ear. His hand slides between us, cupping my breast, his thumb teasing my nipple as his lips trail lower. “Just relax, little bird. I’m going to take care of you. Make you come harder than your ex-fiancé ever did. By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll forget what it was ever like to have him inside you.”

His words are a jolt of pure heat straight to my core, and I gasp. He trails his lips lower, down my neck, between the valley of my breasts.

“Hunter,” I whimper, arching my back as I offer myself up to him. “Elliott never... we didn’t...”

He stops, lifting his head. His gaze is sharp, searching.

“Little bird, are you telling me you’re a virgin?”

I bite my lip and nod my head. “It was important to Elliott that I was still pure when we got married. So we never had sex.”

His nostrils flare, his eyes wide. “Fuck.” He swears under his breath, then he’s kissing me again, his big hands gripping my waist as he grinds against me, his mouth hot and urgent. His pants separate us, but I can still feel the outline of him, thick and heavy, and it makes me ache with longing.

“You’re mine now, little bird. Every breath. Every whimper. Every inch of this sweet body belongs to me. You understand?”

“Yes,” I gasp, clinging to his shoulders.

He kisses me hard, his teeth catching my bottom lip. “Say it, Wren. Tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours, Hunter,” I whisper, the words trembling with anticipation. “I belong to you.”

His low, animal sound vibrates through me, and he presses a kiss to my jaw. Then my neck. Then the valley between my breasts.

When his mouth closes over my nipple, I moan; the sensation so intense, so good. He rolls the other between his thumb and forefinger, pinching just hard enough to make me squirm, and the wet heat of his mouth and tongue are driving me crazy.

He kisses lower, nipping at the soft curve of my stomach. “Spread your legs for me, little bird. I want to taste that sweet pussy.”

“Oh,” I whisper, doing as he asks. He slides lower, hooking his hands around my thighs and spreading me wide.

“So fucking gorgeous,” he growls, his breath hot against my core. His thumb brushes over the soft curls there, then further, parting me. He runs the pad of his thumb through the slick heat there, and when he touches the most sensitive part of me, I can’t hold back the low cry that escapes my lips.

“You like that, baby? You like it when I touch your clit?”

“Yes,” I gasp, hips jerking.

He does it again, slow, deliberate circles that drive me higher and higher, his eyes locked on mine. “God, Wren. You’re already so wet for me. Your pussy’s just dripping. It’s like it knows exactly who it belongs to.”

My breath catches in my throat. I’ve never heard a man talk to me like this before. Never felt anything like this.

“Please, Hunter.” My fingers curl in his hair, urging him closer. “I want more.”

He hums, kissing the soft skin of my inner thigh. “Anything for you, little bird.”

His mouth finds my pussy, and I cry out. The sensation is overwhelming, and when his tongue strokes over my clit, pleasure sparks and crackles along every nerve. He sucks and licks and strokes until my whole body is shaking, and he slips two fingers inside me, groaning against my core as I clench tight around him.

“Hunter,” I moan, my voice barely recognizable. I’ve never felt like this. Never known a touch like this. It’s almost too much, the sensation so intense that it’s bordering on painful, and the pressure inside me is building to something impossible.

“That’s it, Wren.” He growls against me, fucking me deeper, faster. “Come on my fingers. Soak my face. Let me hear you scream for me.”

“Oh God,” I whimper, the pleasure spiking so sharp that my whole body trembles. “Oh God, Hunter, I think... oh fuck, I think...”

My voice breaks, a ragged moan escaping as the tension shatters. The orgasm hits like a shockwave, tearing through me, and I writhe and squirm against the mattress, overwhelmed and gasping for breath.

“Christ,” Hunter growls, lifting his head. His lips and chin are shiny with my wetness, and he wipes his mouth roughly with the back of his hand, his dark eyes burning. “I’ll never get tired of watching you come, little bird. Never. Not as long as I fucking live.”

I whimper, still dazed and breathing hard, and he sits up, reaching for the button on his jeans. I watch through hooded eyes as he climbs off the bed and shoves them down, taking his boxers with them, and my heart leaps at the sight of him.

He’s huge. Long and thick and so hard the veins stand out beneath the smooth skin. I swallow, the desire for him flooding through me so suddenly that it’s almost terrifying.

He crawls over me again, settling between my legs, and the feel of his skin against mine sends goosebumps skittering over my flesh.

“Is this still what you want?” He brushes my hair away from my face, searching my gaze, and his voice is so tender, it makes my chest ache.

“Yes,” I whisper. “I want it all. Everything.”

He nods, his hand dropping between us. “You want me to take your virginity, little bird?”

“Please.”

“And when I come inside you, you want me to fill that sweet cunt up with every drop, don’t you?”

“God, yes, Hunter. I want all of you. Every bit.”

He grunts, the sound animal and fierce, and he wraps his fingers around his cock, nudging against my entrance. He pushes in slowly, letting me feel him, and when the tip slides inside, my breath catches in my throat.

“So goddamn tight.” He grits his teeth, pushing deeper, his gaze locked on mine. “Christ, little bird. You’re like a vice around my cock. I’m going to fuck you so hard, you’ll feel me for days.”

I whimper, digging my fingernails into his back. “Please.”

He pulls out, then thrusts in again, deeper this time. He repeats the motion, and I can feel myself stretching to fit him, my breath coming in short, desperate pants.

“You feel that, Wren? That’s your body learning who it belongs to. Every part of you is mine now. No one else will ever have you.”

“Hunter,” I moan, tilting my head back as he drives into me. It hurts, but the pain is distant, fading beneath the pleasure, and when he thrusts in again, burying himself deeper, my entire body sings.

He’s right. My body does know.

It knows exactly who it belongs to.

He picks up the pace, fucking me faster, harder. My pussy’s slick with my own juices, and I can hear the filthy sound of our bodies slapping together as he plunges deep, again and again, driving me closer and closer to the edge.

“That’s it,” he rasps, his voice rough and strained. “You like the feel of my big cock inside you, little bird? You like how I’m fucking you?”

“Yes,” I breathe. “Don’t stop. Please.”

“I won’t. Not until you’ve come on my cock. Not until your sweet pussy’s milked every last drop from me.”

He slides his hands under me, cupping my ass and changing the angle. Pleasure sparks, and the tension starts to build inside me, hot and heavy. He keeps going, and the next thrust hits even deeper, hitting something inside that makes stars explode behind my eyes.

“Hunter.” His name falls from my lips like a prayer.

He drops his mouth to mine, his voice low and ragged. “You’re gonna come for me, aren’t you, Wren?”

I whimper. My whole body’s coiled tight, the pleasure spiking and pulsing, and the pressure is building inside me until I can barely stand it.

“That’s right,” he growls. “Let go, little bird. Come for me.”

His words are my undoing. They tip me over the edge, and I cling to him as the orgasm crashes through me, white-hot and blinding. My pussy clenches tight around him, and I can feel the answering pulse of his cock. He curses, low and hoarse, and his movements grow rougher.

“Fuck,” he grunts, his face buried in my neck, his voice strained. “I’m gonna come, Wren. You want that, don’t you? You want me to come inside you?”

“Yes,” I moan, raking my nails down his back. “Come for me, Hunter. Please.”

He thrusts deep, groaning, and when he comes, the hot flood of his release fills me. He shudders, emptying himself inside me, and the feeling is so intimate, so raw, that tears well in my eyes.

He presses his forehead to mine, his chest heaving, and his gaze is heavy and languid as he looks down at me.

“Are you alright?” he whispers.

I nod. My limbs are shaky, but there’s no pain, and the only thing I feel is the lingering tingles of pleasure.

“Good.” His lips find mine, and he kisses me, slow and lazy. Then he pulls back and shifts us, rolling onto his back and dragging me with him. I settle against his chest, my cheek pressed to his shoulder, and close my eyes.

“You’re safe now, Wren. You’re home. Right here with me. Nothing will ever hurt you again.”

I nod, my throat too thick to speak, and press closer.

It feels so right, like we’re two puzzle pieces slotted together, and I’m so tired. Tired of running. Tired of being scared.

I’ve finally found the place I’m meant to be.

Here, in Hunter’s arms.


Chapter Five
Hunter


She’s mine now.

Every slow step down the hallway, every second of her warmth tucked against my side as we head for the stairs, it pounds louder in my chest than my own heartbeat.

Mine.

And I can’t stop touching her. Don’t want to. One hand stays curled around her waist like a brand, the other sliding up her spine, fisting gently in the soft fabric of her shirt. I hate that she’s already dressed for work, hiding the creamy pale skin of her body beneath her uniform. She should still be naked, under me, moaning my name breathlessly as I fill her with another load of my seed.

“Hunter,” she laughs softly, breathless, as I tug her to a stop halfway down the stairs.

“I need to kiss you again,” I growl.

“You’re insatiable,” she says, even as she tilts her head up in offering, her lips parting in anticipation.

I press her back into the wall, hard enough that she gasps, but not enough to hurt. My hand curls around the side of her throat, thumb grazing the delicate angle of her jaw as my mouth crashes into hers.

She tastes like forever.

Her fingers grip my shirt, curling into the cotton. I feel her melt for me, just like she did last night. Just like she will every damn day I’m lucky enough to have her in my arms.

When I break the kiss, it’s only to murmur against her lips, “You’re mine now, Wren. Do you get that?”

She nods, wide-eyed.

I rest my forehead against hers, breathing her in, already half hard again from the fucking scent of her. I know I should be letting her eat breakfast. I should be helping her get ready for work, keeping her safe, staying focused.

But all I can think about is how she looked last night, trembling under me, begging me to breed her.

“You have no idea what it does to me,” I growl, letting my hand slip down to her belly. “Knowing I might have already knocked you up. Knowing there could be a baby starting to grow right here in your womb. My baby.”

Her breath hitches and her eyes flutter closed, as if the words hit her the same way they slam through me. Sharp and deep and addictive.

“You’re gonna be so full of me, little bird,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to her cheek, her jaw, her ear. “So fucking full. Round and glowing and waddling around town wearing my ring and carrying my name.”

She lets out the softest, neediest sound, and I swallow it with another kiss.

God help me, I could spend all day right here. Pressed against her. Drowning in her.

But I force myself to pull back, just enough to look at her. “We need to get moving,” I say, my voice rough with restraint. “But you better believe, Wren... this town’s about to learn real fast that you belong to me.”

She blushes, but her smile is radiant.

I steal one more kiss before taking her hand and guiding her down the rest of the stairs.

But the second we reach the bottom, I freeze.

There, sitting on the floor just inside the door, is a plain white envelope.

It wasn’t there last night. Wasn’t there when I came downstairs late at night to double-check nobody was outside and to lock up. Which means someone came right up to the damn door while we were sleeping.

My instincts roar to life.

Wren’s hand tightens in mine. “What’s that?”

I crouch down and pick it up. No name. No postage. Just a single envelope, sealed with a strip of tape.

I open it.

There’s a photo inside. It’s grainy, but clear enough to see exactly what it is. Me, sitting in that armchair by the window. Wren curled up in my lap. My hand wrapped protectively around her back. Her lips on mine.

Taken from outside, through the fucking window.

My jaw grinds tight. “The goddamn creep was right outside.”

Wren doesn’t say a word. She just takes the paper I hand her next - a note that had been tucked in the envelope behind the photo - and as her eyes scan the slanted handwriting, all the warmth drains from her face.

I look over her shoulder and read.

You’re confused. I understand. You were always too easily led. But I’ve found you now. And this time, I won’t let you run again. You will apologize for embarrassing me, and you will be punished. We’ll talk about a new date for the wedding once this nonsense is behind us. Elliott.

She starts shaking, and her hands crumple the paper. “He’s here,” she whispers. “Elliott’s here. He’s going to drag me back. He’ll talk to my father. And... and then I won’t have a choice...”

She starts spiraling fast, the words tumbling out of her as panic clutches her throat.

I drop the photo and grip her shoulders. “Wren. Look at me.”

She lifts her eyes, wide and tear-glossed.

“You have a choice,” I say, voice low and steady. “You always have a choice. And you’re not going anywhere unless you decide it. Nobody’s dragging you back to anything.”

I pull my phone from my pocket and call Mike. He picks up on the second ring.

“Yeah, boss?”

“I need you and Tanner canvassing the town. Anyone new. Tourists. Strangers. Someone who matches this description.” I rattle off everything I know about Elliott from the description Wren gave me when we’d been lazing in bed a little earlier. Tall, late twenties, brown hair, expensive car. “He’s the guy who hired the private investigator to track her, and now he’s in town. And he’s an ex of hers who isn’t willing to take no for an answer.”

“Shit,” Mike mutters. “I’m on it.”

“Good. Keep me updated.”

I hang up and turn back to her.

“We’re not staying here,” I tell her. “You’re coming to my house. He’s found this place and knows where you work. My place should be safer.”

Wren swallows hard. “Okay.”

“Grab a bag of essentials. I don’t know how long you’ll be staying with me. At least until we’ve tracked Elliott down. You’ve got five minutes to pack.”

She hurries upstairs, and I turn back to the door, scanning the tree line beyond the porch, the street beyond that. My hand drifts to my holster. He won’t get close. Not again. Not with me standing between them.

While I wait for her, I call Marge and explain the situation, telling her that Wren might not be at the diner for a day or two until the threat to her has been caught. She tells me not to worry about it, and to keep Wren safe.

When she comes back down, she’s carrying a small overnight bag and her purse. Still a little pale but steadier now.

I take the bag from her, open the front door, and scan the area again before guiding her out.

Every step to my truck, I keep a lookout. Every passing car, every bird call, every fucking tree branch crunch makes my hackles rise.

He won’t get to her. I’ll rip his goddamn throat out if he even tries to fucking touch her.

She slides into the passenger seat, and I get behind the wheel. My hand brushes hers as I reach for the gearshift, and I feel her relax slightly, leaning just a little closer.

As I pull away from the curb, I check the rearview mirror twice. Then again.

There’s nothing behind us.

But my foot stays heavy on the gas anyway, and my free hand drifts towards my weapon, just in case.

Because if Elliott tries to follow us, he will regret it.


Chapter Six
Wren


The cab of the truck is silent, and I sit with my hands curled tightly in my lap, watching the trees blur past the window as Hunter drives, each turn of the tires taking me further from the little cabin I thought I could hide in.

I should feel safer now, knowing that Hunter is here to protect me. But I can’t seem to stop the tight coil of panic winding tighter in my chest.

Elliott knows where I live. He saw us together. He’s here.

My stomach twists at the memory of that letter. Elliot’s perfect, slanted handwriting on cream stationery, like this was just another business arrangement. Another transaction he expects to control. But it was the photo that really stole my breath; the grainy image of me curled up in Hunter’s lap, our mouths locked in a kiss that still has my lips tingling.

He was watching us.

“You okay?” Hunter asks, his voice a low rumble that cuts through the quiet.

I glance over at him and try to nod, but it’s a lie. I don’t feel okay. I feel like I’m being hunted. Like the ground is crumbling beneath my feet, and I can’t escape the avalanche.

“I just didn’t think he’d find me so fast,” I whisper.

Hunter’s jaw tightens. His hand clenches the wheel a little harder. “He’s not going to touch you, Wren. I promise.”

I want to believe him. God, I do. But this fear has roots. It’s grown inside me for months, and now it’s blooming into something monstrous and impossible to ignore.

I nod again, just to appease him. But it’s weak.

He doesn’t press though. Just drives with a single-minded determination to get us to the safety of his home.

Then I notice it. The sleek flash of a dark car in the side mirror. It’s just far enough behind to not raise alarm, but close enough that my blood goes cold.

“Hunter,” I say, my voice tight. “That car behind us...”

“I see it,” he growls.

He flicks on his turn signal, but instead of taking the main road back towards town, he veers onto a gravel lane I’ve never seen before. It’s surrounded by trees, shaded and narrow. The other car follows.

My pulse spikes.

“Stay in the truck,” he says, already unbuckling. “No matter what.”

The door slams behind him, and I’m left gripping the seat with white-knuckled fingers as I watch him stalk towards the car.

The other driver doesn’t move for a second. Then the door opens, and there he is.

Elliot.

He looks just as polished and entitled as he always does, in his tailored suit and smug expression. He steps out as if this is a friendly visit, smoothing his lapel with one hand and adjusting his sunglasses with the other.

My heart hammers in my chest.

Hunter stands firm, a wall of calm, quiet fury. “You’re not welcome here.”

The window on the driver’s side is lowered enough that I can hear them clearly, and my skin prickles with tension as Elliot steps around his car and moves closer to Hunter.

“You must be the sheriff,” he says, his voice full of its usual arrogance. “I’m just here to collect what’s mine.”

“She’s not yours,” Hunter says, each word slow and deadly clear.

Elliott smirks and glances towards the truck, holding my gaze as he talks. “Her father is very worried. He told me to bring her home. We’re engaged, you know. There are wedding arrangements to finalize.”

I flinch, but Hunter doesn’t.

“She's not going anywhere with you,” he replies, stepping forward, closing the distance between them a little more. “And if you try to get any closer to her, I promise you will regret it.”

“Big talk from a small-town cop,” Elliott scoffs, the mask slipping for a second. “You think she actually wants you? When she could have a man like me who can afford to buy her the whole fucking world if she wants it? Look, I will be honest with you, Sheriff. She’s a scared little girl who doesn’t really know what she wants. She needs someone to make decisions for her. To keep her in line. And that’s exactly what I can give her.”

Before I even realize I’ve moved, I’m pushing the door open and climbing out. I can’t let him keep talking like that. Not about me. He needs to understand that he couldn’t be more wrong.

But I don’t get a chance to say a word.

Because in the next second, Hunter moves like a bullet.

He slams Elliott back against his own car, one big hand pressed flat against his chest. He’s not yelling. He’s not snarling.

He’s completely calm. Which somehow makes it ten times more terrifying.

“You talk like that about her again, I swear to God I’ll break your fucking jaw so you can’t utter a single word ever again,” Hunter says.

“You have no right...”

“I have every right,” Hunter growls. “Because she chose me. And I’m not letting some spoiled, arrogant bastard drag her back into the hell she ran from.”

For a second, the silence is thick. A warning. A breath before the storm.

Then Elliott lunges.

He throws a wild, untrained punch, aiming for Hunter’s face. But Hunter is faster. He ducks to the side, grabs Elliott’s wrist mid-swing, and twists it behind his back in one smooth motion that makes Elliott yelp.

“You really want to do this?” Hunter mutters, tightening his grip.

Elliott tries to kick, shouting something about lawyers and police brutality, but Hunter’s already swept his feet out from under him. The suit-wearing bastard goes down hard, face first against the hood of his car with a dull thud. I can’t stop a grin from spreading across my face as he gets what’s been coming to him for a long time.

“Guess you do,” Hunter mutters, pressing his forearm between Elliot’s shoulder blades to keep him still. “Are you always this stupid, or is it just when you don’t get your own way?”

Elliott thrashes weakly beneath him, but it’s useless. Hunter’s built like a mountain and twice as immovable.

“Now you’re really not going anywhere,” he says, snapping the cuffs around Elliott’s wrists with practiced ease.

The sound sends a strange ripple through me. There’s relief, yes. But also something deeper. Hunter is so calm. So composed. But beneath that surface is the unmistakable crackle of danger, tightly leashed and waiting to be released.

Elliott struggles, twisting and shouting something about lawsuits and power and how Hunter has no right.

Hunter doesn’t flinch.

He slams him down to the ground like he weighs nothing at all. One smooth, brutal motion, and Elliott is on his front in the dirt, cuffed and spluttering. Hunter plants a boot in the center of his back, pinning him there with a casual sort of force that makes it very clear he could do worse if he wanted.

“Keep talking,” Hunter growls down at him, voice low and dangerous. “Please. I’d love to see how many bones I can break before you decide to shut the fuck up.”

Elliott’s words cut off with a pathetic whimper.

Then Hunter turns his head slightly, and his whole face changes when he sees me.

“Come here, little bird,” he says, soft now, holding out his arms.

I don’t hesitate. I cross the short distance and walk straight into his embrace.

The moment I’m close, he wraps me up in both arms, keeping Elliott pinned with nothing but the strength in his stance and the threat of his body language. I can feel the fury that’s humming just beneath the surface, but none of it is for me.

“He’s not going to hurt you,” Hunter murmurs, lips brushing my hair. “He’s not taking you anywhere. You’re mine now. And I protect what’s mine.”

I believe him.

I believe him more than I’ve ever believed anything in my life.

He tilts my chin up, his eyes scanning my face. “I’ll call Mike and get him to haul this asshole back to the station for us seeing as there isn’t room for him in my truck.”

I nod, trying to catch my breath. “Okay.”

Hunter’s thumb brushes my cheek. “We’ll head there too. File the statement. Get the paperwork done. And then...”

A small, wicked smile touches the edge of his mouth.

“... Then I’m taking you home. Drawing you a bath. And spending the rest of the day spoiling you.”

Warmth spreads through my chest, and I stand on tiptoes to brush my lips against his jaw.

Elliott is still struggling beneath his boot, mumbling something I can’t make out, but Hunter doesn’t even glance at him. He’s completely focused on me.

And the possessive look in his eyes says he’s not planning to leave my side for a long, long time.


Chapter Seven
Hunter


I finish scrawling my signature across the last line of Wren’s official statement and set the pen down on the desk with a click.

Tanner straightens from where he’s leaning beside the filing cabinet, his tone easy. “Is that everything?”

“Yeah,” I grunt. “She’s been through enough for one morning. We’ll finish everything else later.”

He nods and pushes off the cabinet. “You want me to take Elliott down to county now?”

“Do it,” I say. “And take your time coming back.”

Tanner smirks as he picks up the folder with the signed statement and tips an invisible hat to Wren. “Take it easy, Miss Calloway.”

Wren offers a polite smile, but her hand clutches mine tightly beneath the desk.

The second the door shuts behind him, I turn to her. “Come on. You need a break.” I stand and wrap my arm around her waist, guiding her towards the door to my office.

She doesn’t say a word, but the way her body presses in against mine tells me everything.

Once we’re inside, I shut the door behind us and take a seat behind my desk. “Sit,” I murmur. “Take a breath. I know it’s been one hell of a morning for you.”

Instead of heading for the guest chair, she moves straight for mine and slides into my lap without hesitation. My arms wrap around her automatically, and I lower my face to her neck, pressing a kiss there before inhaling her sweet scent.

God, she fits me like she was carved for me.

Her lips brush against my jaw as she leans in close, her voice low and sincere. “Thank you for protecting me, Hunter. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

“You don’t have to thank me, little bird,” I murmur. “You’re mine. I’ll always protect what’s mine.”

Her hand drifts to the buttons of my shirt, teasing one open. “Well... I still want to thank you. Maybe in other ways.”

I cock an eyebrow. “Other ways, huh?”

She gives me a look that’s half innocent, half wicked, and waggles her eyebrows like the little tease she is.

I groan, my hand sliding down to squeeze her hip. “Wren.” I’ve been half-hard ever since she settled on my lap, but now the blood is rushing south so fast it makes my head spin.

“You don’t want me to?” she whispers, eyes wide and playful.

She wriggles, and the friction against my cock has a groan spilling from my throat. “I always want you, Wren. But I never want you feeling like you owe me anything. Especially this. The next time I claim your sweet little cunt, it’s going to be because you want me, not because you think you owe me.”

“I do want you,” she breathes.

Her eyes are fixed on my lips. Her hand is still on my shirt, fingers playing with the fabric.

My control snaps.

I grip her hips and haul her against me, crushing our mouths together. I kiss her like a starving man. Like the world’s about to end, and the only thing that can stop it is the taste of her.

She responds instantly, wrapping her arms around my neck and moaning into my mouth. She tastes like sunshine, like sin, and like every good thing I’ve never deserved.

My tongue strokes hers, and her teeth nip at my lip. Her fingers twist into my shirt.

I groan and kiss her deeper, harder. My hands move to her hair, tangling in her ponytail and tugging.

“Please,” she moans, rocking against me.

The way she squirms against me has the fire licking up my spine. I’m throbbing so hard it’s a miracle I’m not ripping a hole in my goddamn jeans.

I kiss her throat. Bite her jaw. Lick the curve of her collarbone.

She moans again. “More.”

Fuck, this girl.

My teeth scrape along her skin. My fingers find the hem of her shirt and slide beneath. She shivers as my hand finds her bare skin.

She’s so soft. So perfect.

I pull her shirt off and toss it aside, staring at her perfect tits encased in the white lace bra. She’s a goddamn dream.

“Stand up,” I tell her.

She scrambles to obey. I undo her jeans and slide them down her legs, taking her panties with them. Once she’s naked, I turn her to face my desk, guiding her to rest her hands on the surface while I reach around her from behind, cupping her breasts and rolling her nipples between my thumb and forefinger.

“God, Wren,” I murmur, dipping my head to kiss her neck. “You were fucking made for me. You’re so goddamn perfect.”

I press closer to her, trapping her thighs between me and the desk as I grind my erection against her bare ass. She whimpers, and the sound shoots straight to my dick.

“You want me, little bird?” I murmur.

“Yes.”

“You want my big cock stretching your pretty little pussy until you come for me?”

“Oh God,” she breathes, and her thighs tremble.

I kiss her neck again, and then her shoulder, sucking a mark into her soft skin.

“There’s something else I’d like, Hunter,” she whispers so quietly I barely hear her. I don’t say anything, but I pause, letting her know I’m listening. “Do you still have your cuffs with you?”

Fuck. Me.

“I do,” I grunt, my voice tight.

“Will you use them?”

Oh, hell. This woman is going to be the death of me.

I lean back, letting go of her just long enough to unbuckle my holster. Then I pull out the cuffs and let them dangle from my finger.

“You want these, baby? You want me to keep you cuffed while I fuck you so hard the entire town will hear how well you take my cock?”

She lets out a broken whimper. “Please.”

I spin her to face me and crush my mouth against hers again, claiming her mouth. Without breaking the kiss, I grab her hips and pull her away from the desk, backing her up against the wall instead.

Her fingers tangle in my hair as I devour her mouth. She pulls at the strands, and a groan rumbles up my throat. But I slide my palms up her arms and push her hands above her head, clicking the cuffs on one wrist and then the other. She whimpers against my lips, and the needy little sound almost makes me fucking lose it.

I hook the little chain attaching the cuffs around a coat hook mounted to the wall above her head, high enough that she has to stand up on tiptoes. I take a step back to admire the sight of my naked, helpless woman. She looks so perfect, with her arms stretched over her head, her lips red and swollen from my kisses, and her eyes glazed with need.

“God, you’re so fucking gorgeous,” I murmur, running a hand down her chest, her stomach, and then sliding between her legs.

“Hunter.”

She moans my name and arches against me, rubbing her hot little pussy against my palm. I tease her clit, sliding a single digit along her slick seam and circling the little nub. Her breath catches.

“Please,” she pants, hips rocking.

“Tell me what you need, little bird.”

“You,” she moans, looking up at me through half-lidded eyes.

I lean in, pressing my mouth to hers. “I’m right here, baby. Always.”

Her lips part, and she kisses me hard. When I dip my finger lower, pushing inside her, she cries out, the sound muffled by our kiss.

“That’s it,” I groan. “You’re so wet, Wren. Your pussy’s just begging for my cock, isn’t it?”

She nods and bucks her hips, taking me deeper. My thumb slides against her clit, and I start fucking her with my hand, sliding in and out of her with slow, steady strokes. She’s soaking, her arousal dripping down my hand and onto her thighs.

I kiss her again, biting her bottom lip. She moans and arches her back, thrusting her tits forward. I take the hint, bending down to swirl my tongue around her nipple. When I bite her gently, her pussy clenches around my fingers.

“Yes,” she gasps, her eyes falling closed.

“You’re so close, aren’t you, little bird?”

“So close,” she whimpers.

I suck on her nipple, teasing her with my teeth as I pump my fingers in and out of her. She squirms frantically, and I can feel her muscles starting to clench.

Then I pull away, withdrawing my hand and leaving her panting and needy.

“Wha... why did you...”

She’s so fucking dazed. Her head falls back, and she whimpers, tugging at her restraints.

“Shhh, little bird,” I murmur.

I take a step back and tear open my jeans, pulling my thick, heavy cock free. Wren’s eyes go wide, and she licks her lips, watching as I fist myself, stroking slowly.

“Do you see what you do to me?” I ask, pumping my hand. “You make me so fucking hard, Wren. You make me lose control. All I want is to sink my dick into that tight little pussy and fill you up with my cum. Over and over again.”

“Please,” she moans, bucking her hips.

I move back into her space, grabbing her ass and lifting her easily, trapping her against the wall with my body. The cuffs release from the hook as I lift her, but I quickly loop the chain around my thumb and guide her hands back up above her head. I press my hand against the wall, keeping her exactly where I want her.

She looks so damn helpless. And when I drag the head of my cock along her pussy, gathering her arousal and pressing against her entrance, her eyes are so wide it’s like she can’t believe this is really happening.

I love seeing her like this. It’s so raw and honest.

“Please, Hunter. Please.”

“Is this what you want, little bird?” I murmur, pressing another kiss to her swollen lips.

She whimpers. “Yes. Please.”

I claim her mouth as I thrust my hips forward, filling her with a single stroke. Her pussy grips me so tight I have to grit my teeth to keep from exploding. She’s so hot. So wet. So fucking perfect.

“Fuck,” I groan, dropping my forehead to hers. “I love the way you take me. Such a good girl. You’re gonna come all over my cock, aren’t you?”

“Oh, God,” she moans, writhing against me.

“You’re mine,” I growl, slamming my hips forward and pounding into her. “No one is ever going to touch you. No one is ever going to hurt you. All I want is for you to stay with me, little bird. Here, in this town, where I can keep you safe. Where I can protect you.”

“I will,” she moans. “Oh, God, I will. Just don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

“Not a chance,” I growl.

I pound into her, fucking her with deep, relentless strokes. Her pussy grips me so tightly, clenching around me as I claim her. She feels so damn good I never want to stop.

But the way her muscles flutter and clench around me has the pressure mounting at the base of my spine. And the sounds she makes, the little cries and moans, drive me fucking crazy.

“Come for me, Wren,” I tell her.

“Yes. Oh, yes, please,” she whimpers.

Her legs wrap around me, pulling me deeper. And then she goes off like a bomb.

Her entire body locks up, her mouth falling open. She cries out, her pussy spasming around me as her orgasm crashes over her.

I hold her up and pound into her, gritting my teeth against the urge to come. But the feel of her coming apart has me right on the edge.

“Fuck,” I growl.

“Come,” she gasps, grinding against me. “Oh God, Hunter, I want it. Give it to me. Please. Fill me up.”

“Wren,” I groan.

I can’t hold back any longer. Not when she’s begging for my cum. My cock swells, and my balls draw up, and then I’m emptying myself inside her with a deep groan. I bury my face in her neck, thrusting wildly, until the waves finally stop crashing through me.

Wren goes limp against me, panting and moaning. Her pussy is still fluttering around my dick, and every little aftershock makes her shiver.

“Fucking hell,” I groan, lifting my head to meet her eyes. “I love the way your sweet little cunt clenches when you come. I could feel you milking my cock, little bird. Could feel you trying to suck the cum out of me.”

“Yes,” she breathes. The look in her eyes is pure bliss.

“Good girl,” I murmur, kissing her cheek.

I lower her carefully, sliding out of her and letting her stand on shaky legs. Once I’ve steadied her, I unlock the cuffs and toss them aside, lifting her in my arms. She lets out a surprised squeak, but then wraps her arms around my neck, her lips brushing against my jaw.

I carry her across the room, sinking into my desk chair with her in my lap.

“Are you alright, little bird?” I murmur, pressing kisses across her shoulder.

She hums, nestling into me. “So good.”

I wrap my arms around her, holding her against my chest. I’ve never felt anything like this before. Something so deep and consuming. I didn’t even know it was possible to feel like this.

Wren shifts in my lap, snuggling closer.

“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Wren Calloway,” I whisper, my lips brushing against her ear. “I don’t know how the fuck I got so lucky, but I’m never letting you go. You’re mine now.”

Her hand rests over my heart. “And you’re mine.”

A smile stretches across my face.

Yeah, I am.


Epilogue
Wren


Nine months later:

The sun is warm on my skin, a golden haze drifting through the air as the late afternoon settles over the backyard.

Our backyard.

I sink a little deeper into the lounge chair beneath me, one hand resting on the swell of my belly as I sip lemonade through a straw and sigh contentedly. The ice clinks against the glass. The baby gives a lazy stretch inside me, like even they know there’s no better place on earth than right here, right now.

Hunter will be home from work soon.

The thought alone makes my heart flutter like I’m still the shy waitress hiding behind her order pad, stealing glances at the big, brooding sheriff who looked at me like I hung the damn moon. Only now, he doesn’t just look at me that way.

He lives it.

Every day since I moved in with him, he’s made sure I feel cherished, protected, adored. Every kiss, every touch, every low, reverent word whispered against my skin... it’s all been proof that I chose right when I chose him.

And I did choose him. Freely. Fiercely.

Elliott’s facing trial now. His lawyers keep trying to spin it, but the evidence is stacked too high and the charges are too serious for him to wriggle his way out. His smug little world is finally crumbling around him, and I don’t even waste time thinking about it anymore. He’s not worth it.

This place has become my haven.

Marge has become like a mother to me, even going so far as to send food home with Hunter every day now that I’m on maternity leave, and it’s a level of care I’ve never experienced before. My own mom had left us one day when I was only a month old, and my dad was never the same after that. But I’m determined to be a better parent than either of them ever was.

And with Hunter and Marge looking out for me, there’s no way I could fail.

My father tried to call a few times. Sent a letter, saying he regrets what happened. That he just wants to talk.

But I didn’t answer. I don’t need him anymore.

I have family now. Real family. The kind that doesn’t hand you over like property or tell you you’re overreacting when you cry for help. I have Marge. I have this baby. And I have Hunter.

The rumble of a familiar engine in the distance sends my heart racing in the best way. I sit up a little, brushing hair from my eyes as I hear him pull into the driveway.

Hunter’s home.

As soon as he appears at the back door, after walking through the house and slipping out of his boots, I hold my hand out to him. His gaze is locked on mine like he’s been starving all day and I’m the only thing that can satisfy his hunger.

When he leans down to kiss me, I whisper against his mouth, “I missed you.”

And then I slide my hand to his belt and tug him closer, my fingers already getting to work on unfastening his belt.

He straightens up, looking down at me with a smirk on his face while running his fingers through my hair. “Did you miss me or my cock, little bird?”

A faint blush heats my cheeks even as a slow grin spreads across my face. “It’s a part of you, so surely it’s the same thing.”

His laugh is a low rumble. It’s a sound I could live off of for the rest of my life and still never tire of.

Once his pants are undone, I reach inside his boxers and wrap my fingers around him, freeing his hardening length. He’s hot and heavy, pulsing with need and straining in my fist. I can’t hold back a soft groan as my tongue darts out to wet my lips.

“That’s it, little bird,” he rasps, his eyes hooded. “Put those pretty lips on me and show me how much you missed me. I know you can’t get enough of sucking my cock these days.”

I lift my eyes to him, a playful tilt to my lips. “I figured I’ve got to make the most of it while I can. After all, this little one will be here in a few days. And after that... I have a feeling you are going to become obsessed with filling me with another baby. This might be my last chance for a while.”

A low growl rumbles through him, sending heat rushing between my legs.

“You’re damn right about that, Wren,” he says. “So go ahead, get your fill.”

I don’t hesitate, shifting forwards slightly in my chair so I can reach him more easily. He’s at the perfect height as he stands over me, and the moment my lips close around his thick shaft, a long, low groan leaves his mouth.

His eyes burn as he watches me, and the hunger in his gaze is everything. I suck his cock slowly, savoring the salty, musky taste of him. Savoring the way his jaw clenches, and his abs contract, and his fists ball up.

But when he grabs the back of my head and starts moving me, I let him take control, let him use me exactly the way we both need. His cock pulses and jerks in my mouth as he gets closer and closer, and it sends a jolt of pure arousal through me.

God, I want him. Always.

He’s my rock. My sanctuary.

But when he’s inside me, claiming me, possessing me, it feels like I’ve come home. Like there’s no safer place in the world than right here, where he can make me forget everything except the feel of him, the taste of him, the weight of him.

I love him so much.

I can feel the tension mounting in him as he fucks my mouth, and the sounds he makes send tingles down my spine. When his thrusts get more erratic, I reach up and cup his balls, rolling them in my hand and giving them a gentle tug.

“Fuck,” he groans. “Just like that, Wren. Fuck, yes. Make me come. Swallow every last drop. Show me what a good girl you are.”

I moan around his length and suck harder, working him with my mouth and hand. He’s so close, and it feels like my entire body is humming in anticipation.

When his cock jerks, and his balls tighten, I’m ready.

“Fuck,” he growls. “Wren. Fuck.”

His hot release fills my mouth, and I swallow it down, not letting a single drop spill. He keeps thrusting through his release, and the guttural sounds he makes have heat rushing through my veins.

After a few moments, his thrusts slow, and his grip on the back of my head loosens. I lean back and look up at him, swiping the back of my hand over my mouth and smiling.

He sinks onto the edge of the lounge chair beside me, leaning forward to kiss me hard. His tongue strokes mine, and he tastes himself on my lips. Then he leans back and runs his thumb across my lower lip.

“So fucking perfect, Wren. Always so goddamn perfect.”

I press a light kiss to his palm. “I love you.”

His eyes blaze. “And I love you. So damn much.”

Then he reaches out and lays his hand over my swollen stomach, smiling that gorgeous smile that has the power to turn me to absolute mush.

“I love both of you,” he murmurs, his voice gruff.

I rest my hand over his.

This is it. This is our happily ever after.

And nothing, nothing in the world, could be better.

***
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