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Wren 
I knew what I signed up for when I agreed to an arranged marriage to a man I’d never met. Or at least I thought I did. But Loren Thanes is nothing like I expected. Together we have one year to complete the contract we both agreed to. Or I lose him forever.
Loren
My new wife, she’s everything I’ve ever wanted. And I traded away part of my company on the chance that this marriage would work. But it’s more than that. The contract wasn’t just for the marriage, or the company. It was for a baby. 
His Incentive is an 18+ read with an age-gap, and a billionaire who will to any length to protect the woman (and baby) he desperately wants.






CHAPTER ONE

LOREN

[image: image-placeholder]

This suit was wasted on these negotiations. Not that I usually cared about these types of things, but I did like this particular three-piece. It made my eyes pop, the tailor had said. It also made me feel like a billionaire dollars, which was good considering the price of the deal we were finalizing today. 
It made even the drive into downtown Chicago—which was, in my eyes, the entry to hell—acceptable. As did the fact that as soon as I convinced Ehlers to give in to the latest offer, I could be home again, where no one had ever heard of Thanes Inc. Or Armani for that matter.
But at the end of the day, this was going south in a way that I knew no suit would fix. And my presence wasn’t doing anything either, even if my advisors thought otherwise. It didn’t matter that it was my name on the outside of the building we sat in. Ted Ehlers, CEO of Ehlers Power, wasn’t selling.
Ehlers looked like something out a Viking story. His once broad shoulders, long gray beard, and bright, piercing blue eyes may have made some people think twice. But not me. My company, Thanes Inc., was hoping to buy old man Ehrler’s small but successful utilities company in rural North Dakota. It was the perfect next step for me professionally, seeing as I’d recently bought up a massive ranch property in a city nearby.
A city I’d left to come here and watch my lawyers and other board members fawn over Ehlers and his crew.
Fucking waste of time. At the end of the day, tempers were short, the mood was grave, and Ehlers looked more than eager to get out of this boardroom. I shared his sentiment completely. But I wanted his company. I wasn’t leaving without it.
At a break in conversation, Ehlers suddenly stood, straightening his lapels with a jerk of gnarled fingers. “Can ya’ll just get out for a minute? I need to talk to Mr. Thanes alone.”
That got my attention, my eyes darting to meet the proud gaze of the man I was preparing to force out. He knew it. I knew it. He needed to sign on the dotted line and let us all out of this misery.
My lead attorney, Bill? Bob? Shit, I couldn’t keep them all straight at this point. He and his partners stared at me, wide-eyed and surprised. Running a hand through my silver hair, I gave them a quick nod.
I didn’t need them to protect me from a grumpy old man who wanted to bargain over a few hundred thousand dollars. I’d been making deals like this since my father let me sit in on them over school holidays.
The legal team slipped out of the top-floor conference room. Slowly, I turned, watching the older man as he did the same.
“I’m not too old to recognize that we need those stuffy types here to seal the deal. But I’m old enough to know shit isn’t getting done until you and I talk. Man to man.”
Ehlers’ knees cracked as he moved down a few chairs so that he was staring straight across at me.
“I’m going to let you have Ehlers Power,” he announced, fingers drumming lightly on the shining conference table.
I waited, my eyes narrowing. There was always a “but.” I could taste it coming, even as my heart thumped loudly in my chest.
“But I want something from you.”
Ah, there it was, I thought to myself, steepling my fingers as I waited.
“Name it.”
For the first time since he arrived, Ehlers seemed to be nervous. “It will be off the record. Completely.”
This time, I pushed back in my chair, wondering what he was thinking. “You have my word. Go on, Mr. Ehlers.”
“I would like to offer you an incentive. This company has been in my family in some way or another since we crawled out of nothingness. It is my pride, my joy, my life. And I know your company will do right by it.”
“We will—” I started, but he cut me off.
“But I want more. I want my blood to be still flowing through that company. I want to know that it remains tied to my bloodline no matter what.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“It’s really quite simple, boy. My granddaughter, Wren. I want you to marry her.”
I reared back, flinching from the man’s words. “Excuse me?”
“And produce a grandchild, a true heir for Thanes and Ehler. If you can manage it within a year, then the company will be yours. Fail to do so, and you have to return half ownership to me, free of charge.”
I stood, fiery anger flooding my veins. “I don’t know what you have heard, but I do not buy women. I do not buy children. You are fucking si—”
“Don’t finish that sentence, boy.” Ehlers held up a shaking hand.
At forty-three, I wasn’t sure the last time anyone had called me boy. But I supposed to this man, who must be in his mid-to-late seventies, that must be what I looked like. But no matter. What he was accusing me of, it was sick. And he clearly knew it.
“I offered you a deal. A mutually beneficial deal. I know you’re the third generation Thanes. I know your father left this company to you and that he probably imagined the same thing I am. And don’t think that Wren isn’t in on this. She knows. She’s willing to do what it takes to protect our company’s legacy. Even if that mean marrying you.”
Mentally, I was slammed with an image of a female version of Ehlers. I must’ve cringed, because the old bastard sent me a snarl. “She’s pretty as a picture, my Wren. Don’t get me wrong. And she has a clean bill of health. You can be assured she’s ready to give me great-grandchildren as soon as you are.”
I stared at him, really stared. “You’re serious?”
“Deadly.” The man dropped into his chair once again, exhaustion showing in the pale pallor of his skin. “Wren agreed a month ago, but I wasn’t sure. She grew up alone. Her parents have been gone since she was a child. She wants a family, a man who can be as devoted to her as her father was to her mother.”
“Why doesn’t she go out and date, find herself someone?” A horrible thought occurred to me. “How old is she?”
Shit, it sounded like I was actually considering this. Which I wasn’t. At least, not really. I was merely humoring an old man. But my thoughts strayed for a moment to the big ranch house I’d just bought. I’d always thought I’d have a wife there, a family waiting for me, someone who begged me to get off the phone and play with them.
Instead, I used only a fraction of the house and worked all the time, even when I was there.
Maybe I did need to get married. But I wasn’t bargaining with a woman’s life. Not for profit. I would find my own wife, in due time.
“Let me remind you again, if you decide to agree to my terms, meet Wren, and cannot abide by her as your partner, all you have to do is stay away from her for a year. Or avoid getting pregnant. No baby, no marriage in a year. All it’ll cost you is half of Ehlers Power.” A wry smile pulls at his lips. “Which is still a half more than you have now.”
Well shit, that actually did sound okay. I could put her up in my house, a sort of strange roommate if things weren’t good. Which there was no way they would be. There was no way on earth this woman would fit into my life.
But it would get me half of Ehlers Power and the chance to get out of this boardroom.
With a distinctive feeling that I might regret this, I rose and extended my hand to Ehlers.
“You have a deal.”
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CHAPTER TWO

WREN
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The helicopter blades slid through the air with deadly precision as I stared down at the land that was going to be mine. 
Grandfather sat across from me, his stern face unreadable as the ground grew closer and closer to us, the blond-colored grasses waving madly in the air our transportation was providing. I lifted one corner of my mouth for him, a show of confidence that he knew I really didn’t have.
But still, I tried. For him.
Because we both knew that it could be the last time I saw him. Not only because he was leaving me at this stranger’s home, but a wedding dress also tucked into the bag at my feet and my future hovering on a bastard’s promise.
On my new husband's promise.
The helicopter touched down with a soft thump, and my gaze dashed about, looking for the welcoming party I’d assumed would be here. My father had always had a full entourage. Even my grandfather’s people had begged to join us today. He’d allowed only one, his trusted assistant, Mr. Hunt.
But there was no one. The elaborate ranch house was stone-faced and seemed just as cold and resistant to the land as its owner seemed to be.
Or at least that’s how I had pictured him. Grandfather had told me he was tall, handsome, and gentle. He’d put even more emphasis on gentle the closer to this day it had gotten. I wasn’t sure why it only made it more nerve-wracking to me. My family came from strong, sturdy stock. I was a full five foot ten inches tall, and my bluntly cut blonde hair swung heavy and thick across my jawline.
The fact that he felt he should emphasize the gentle factor made me wonder what my new husband was truly like. And close behind that thought was the startling fear that he wouldn’t find me appealing.
Stamping down on the rising panic in my throat, I swiveled to look out into the manicured yard we’d landed on. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Even the white boarded fences were bare of livestock. From what I’d learned from my limited findings on my soon-to-be husband, this ranch was a functioning entity, not only a publicity stunt.
Grandfather had warned me how resistant Loren was to the marriage. I hadn’t pictured him not showing up at all. But there wasn’t anyone. Even the lights in the house were off.
“Is this some kind of joke?” My voice was rough, reverberating through the headset.
“I don’t think he has a sense of humor.” My grandfather took his headset off after his words, gesturing for me to do the same. I followed his direction and waited awkwardly for our pilot to come around and assist us down.
The pilot’s hand released me immediately, the man moving away from me as quickly as he could, given the circumstances. My grandfather gave a pleased grunt as the blades slowed to a stop and the pilot crept back into his seat.
“What do we do?”
“You are an Ehlers, my dear. We wait on no one.” My grandfather rose to his full height and strode off across the yard towards the house, leaving me to hurry to fall in line behind him.
“We can’t just walk in there.”
“We can and we will. This is your home now, Wren. You might as well lay claim to it.”
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I ran my fingers down the walls, fascinated by the variety of artwork on the walls. The rugs under my feet were soft, warm, and beautiful. I could almost imagine being here, laid out on the rug, absorbing the heat from the fireplace.
My future husband had good taste. Or whomever he’d chosen to decorate did. I could be comfortable here. I would be comfortable here, I decided.
That thought had barely crossed my when the doorway in front of me was suddenly filled with a body—a man’s body. I stopped back with a sharp yelp, my hand coming up to cover my heart as I stumbled back. The edge of the carpet made me waver, and a heavily calloused hand snapped forward to wrap around my forearm with a growl.
“Easy, girl,” the man practically snarled as he heaved me back onto my feet, his body easily holding my weight until I managed to right myself. “Loren will have my head if his new bride shows up to the wedding bruised.”
I gasped, heart still racing as I took another small step back, trying to find a perspective where my neck didn’t ache to stare up at this giant.
His bride… This wasn’t my intended. “Who are you? What are you doing in my…?” I trailed off, surprised that I didn’t know what to say.
He was good-looking, sure, but the way he stared at me—or maybe glared was the right word—made it clear that he wasn’t happy I was here and that I didn’t belong.
Yet, a lifetime of men looking at me like I was an irritation meant that I knew exactly what he wanted. And I refused to give it to him.
I leveled my chin up another notch, crossed my arms, and asked again, “Who are you?”
“Name’s Erik. I work for Loren.”
I blinked at him, slowly and intentionally. “And you are here because…?”
“Because Loren’s flight is late.” Erik gestured around. “Which I’m sure you already knew. But he wanted me to come down to check in on you and your grandfather.”
“We are fine.”
“I can see that.” His drawl would be attractive if his face didn’t make me want to punch him.
“When will Loren be here?”
His eyes darted away, the first bit of emotion on his face, other than the irritation, flaring briefly. It looked shockingly like guilt. “I’m not sure.”
“Does he expect me to sit around all night in a wedding gown, waiting for him?”
That got his hackles up again. “I’m not sure.”
“Great. Thank you for your help, Erik.”
His brow wrinkled as he stepped back and away from me. “Welcome to Wolf Ridge Ranch.”
The screen door slammed behind him, and for a moment, I almost regretted sending him away. Someone was better than no one. Especially since Grandfather had been on the phone since we set foot inside the ranch. As usual, it was just me, wandering around this place and hoping to find something that would cement me here. Tell me that I had made the right choice. That I belonged here.
But there was nothing.
A soft flush bit over my skin, making my fingers tingle as I stared down at the engagement ring I’d been wearing for weeks already. His ring. Perhaps that was my sign that I belonged here, that I was already tied to this house because I was tied to its master.
I spun the ring on my finger, my thoughts falling again to the man I hadn’t even met yet. The man I was supposed to marry in a matter of hours.
“You’re here.”
I squeaked, spinning in place and finding myself face-to-face with the man who was supposed to be my other half.
For a moment, I wondered if he and Erik were related, because their size was too similar. But whereas the gruff man’s hair was coppery brown, Loren’s was straight silvery blond. The dark-blue eyes were staring at me so hard, I wondered if he was able to see straight into my soul.
My future husband wasn’t just handsome. He was strikingly good-looking. Straight nose, serious full lips that were currently parted, as if he were panting. His jaw was broad and square, cleanshaven, and my hand twitched with the need to run a finger across the high cheekbones that stood out in such sharp relief.
He was observing me too, his gaze hot enough to make my skin flush and tingle as he moved into the living room.
“Loren,” I whispered, my belly flip-flopping as I was reminded of the fact that in a few hours, I would be permanently joined with this man.
I felt that flush again at my neck at the thought of that entanglement. I bit my lip and held out my hand. “I’m Wren.”
The man before me shuddered, his body visibly changing as if my voice broke him out of some kind of trance he’d been in. He took a step towards me, and while his size was just as shocking as the beauty in his face, I wasn’t scared of him.
Loren moved slowly, his hand gripping mine as he drew close enough I could see the green flakes in his blue eyes when he stared down at me.
“You’re beautiful,” he said, but the tone was confused, perhaps disbelieving.
“Thank you,” I responded, swallowing hard as the subtle power in his grip distracted me from the strangeness of his comment. “You’re…” My mind stuttered over the options for a return compliment. There were too many, and I was too slow to respond, so my word hung between us, timid and uncomfortable.
“I’d like to talk to you. Before the minister gets here.”
I blinked. He was so direct, but I could appreciate that. I nodded, moving across to perch on the edge of an overstuffed blue chair. “Alright. Go ahead.” I gestured to the sofa behind him, which he looked at over his shoulder. There was something at the edge of his eyes that makes me wonder if he thought me offering him a chair in his own house might be comical, but I held fast to this.
I was here first.
I was on time.
He could sit where I told him to.
As soon as he folded his long body into the matching sofa, I felt a gentle thrill at the small victory.
“Wren, you have to know that when your grandfather mentioned this contract, I thought he might be…”
“Insane?” I supplied happily.
Loren seemed uncomfortable with the term but nodded after a time, his long-fingered hand running over his silver locks. I was surprised to find myself wanting to do the same with my hand to see if it was as soft as it looked. “I’d never thought that I’d have to arrange any marriage, let alone my own. Yet, here we are. And you are, well, rather stunning.”
“Thank you.”
“But that’s not the point. I’m trying to tell you that this won’t be easy. That there’s a reason I got to this age and am still single.”
I cocked my head. “Do you want to give me details? Or will I find out soon enough on my own?”
“I’m a workaholic. I spend a lot of time on the road, and people tell me I tend to be a bit intense.”
Laughter threatened in my chest. “I never would’ve guessed.”
He glanced at me, as if trying to decide if I was serious or kidding with him. I deadpanned my expression and waited, my stomach quivering with humor. I wasn’t sure what was wrong with me. It was probably some kind of mismanaged wedding nerves.
“But I want you to know, at one time, I wanted this badly. I wanted the family life, the home, the wife, the babies.”
“But not now?”
“I guess you could say that my priorities changed, and I let myself get consumed with other things.”
I nodded, serious again. “My favorite thing about priorities, Loren, is that they do change. They evolve. Just like the people controlling them. And I want this too. I want the baby, the family. I can’t remember a single thing about my parents. I intend to give my children everything, including a chance at the company our family worked so hard to build.”
Loren’s eyes were fast on mine, and my chest heaved, but I pushed on. “Let’s make an honest try of it, shall we?”
Loren smiled, and for a moment, my heart stuttered in my chest. “I think that sounds like the best deal I’ve heard yet. Let’s go get married.”
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CHAPTER THREE

LOREN
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Call me what you like, but I knew I was a coward. After the wedding, I found myself hiding down in the kitchen, the farthest room from my bedroom, making sure that my new wife was as far away from me as she could possibly get. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go find her—in fact, it was the very opposite. Ever since I faced her at the makeshift altar out in the yard, her wide blue eyes so completely focused on mine, I’d been torn in half. 
And I’d kissed her, ever so slightly. A peck, really. But it had rattled me down to my foundation. I shook my head, slamming the bowl of freshly whipped cream down on the countertop. I never should’ve touched her. She would regret this whole arrangement in the morning. Maybe even now. No woman wanted to be given as a part of some corporate incentive to marry a man twenty years older than her.
Definitely not ones who looked like my new wife.
I had already set us up for failure in this arrangement. Going into business with her grandfather was one of the worst things I could’ve done. But now that I was here, a new wife on my arm, a new partner in my bed—well, I guess I was still a fucking coward.
So, I was doing what my mother always did when she was stressed or didn’t know what to do with my father. I was cooking. It didn’t matter that the caterer left food enough to feed an army for days. I felt like I needed something with my hands, and this was all I could think of. It was ten times easier and better for my brain and made it easier to not think about what I could be doing in my bedroom right now.
With the wife I was avoiding.
The wife who had consumed my every thought since I’d kissed her only a few hours ago. Even now, as I furiously dropped batter into a baking pan, my skin felt tight and hot. My cock ached at the thought of that creamy skin, the pouty pink lips. I could almost picture her now. Was she still in my room? Or had she hidden away too?
Fuck. I owed her an apology. I glanced down at the brownies. Maybe they would help.
“Loren?”
Her voice was soft, hushed in the near silence of the kitchen. I jerked away, surprised to see her tall, slim form in the doorway. She’d sought me out. A strange, surprisingly not-unwelcome warmth bloomed in my chest, even as I tried to stomp it down. Of course she would seek me out. There was no one else besides Erik or me for twenty miles.
The girl was looking for a companion, simple as that.
“Can I come in?”
I grunted. “It’s your kitchen too.” What a fucking gentleman I was tonight.
The smile she gave me was radiant and bright with joy. And instantly I felt even worse. The girl was fucking sunshine, and I preferred myself in shadow.
“Thank you. What are you making?”
I eyed her from under lowered brows as she stepped across the threshold and slipped onto the barstool directly across from me. “Brownies?” she answered for herself.
I grunted again. Rather than the irritation I’d expected, she actually let out a small giggle. “I guess I should’ve guessed. Did grandfather tell you they’re my favorites?”
“No.”
She tilted her head, blue eyes curious. “Was it a good guess? Or perhaps they’re the only thing you know how to bake…”
“I wasn’t making them for you.”
“Ah,” she said, her voice lowering with a twinge of the hurt I’d expected when I hurled it at her. I dropped the bowl into the sink, giving her my back as I took a long, fortifying breath. I couldn’t break. Not yet. I wouldn’t be a part of her regret.
“May I?” she said quietly from behind.
Since I told myself I didn’t care what she was doing, I just shrugged, turning the faucet on for a few moments before looking back to her.
Wren had leaned across the wide island, her T-shirt gaping at the neck as she extended one finger in an effort to swipe the edge of the whipped cream bowl.
All scolding thoughts and reprimands flew out of my mind as I took in her body arched over the granite. Not only was it beautiful, even hidden away in soft layers of cotton…but as I watched her succeed in stealing her bite and popping it into her mouth, I realized for the first time what she was wearing.
They were my clothes. My favorite college football team tee hugged her torso and breasts, and an oversized pair of joggers encased those long legs, which had been torturing me since I first saw her in my living room.
Of course, they were both far too large for her, but the impact was still enough to take my breath away in an instant.
A pounding started in my chest, forcing the blood to run hot through my body as I fisted my hands at my sides. Instead of assuming my position across the island, I moved across to stand behind her barstool. She was surprised, glancing at me over her shoulder as she slowly removed her finger from her mouth. Wren flushed a pretty pink as she stared up at me. Earlier today, she’d been in heels, but now, with her sitting and me leaning over, I was vividly aware of how delicate my wife’s face was. How much larger I was than her.
My cock twitched, obsessed with the idea of whether or not she’d look the same staring up at me from another position.
“I’m sorry,” Wren said, her voice quiet once again. “I just wanted a taste.”
Same, my brain screamed, my eyes drawn to where a tiny bit of whipped cream still rested at the edge of her lips. It taunted me. My mouth watered at the thought of tasting her again. My cock was steel in my pants, pressing against the zipper as I breathed in, tasting her perfume on my tongue.
“You’re pushing me,” I finally said, my eyes still fast on her lips. My chest was rising and falling too quickly for her to not notice. “Princess, you don’t know what you’re doing.”
Her blue eyes went dark, and for a moment she shrank away from me. But then that stubborn chin rose once again, making me crave her all the same. A growl rolled in my chest.
“You won’t hurt me, Loren,” she said, her voice wavering only a bit. “You’re a good man.”
I could feel the curl of my lips as I moved even closer, pressing my body against her legs until she was forced to part them slightly. With careful precision, I stepped there, a hand drifting over her face, the tips of my fingers lingering over her cheekbones as I watched her pupils go wide and dark.
“We’ll see how you feel about me, princess, once I have you on your back.”
“But you said—”
Her words were cut off as I finally snapped my leash and dropped my hand to her neck, holding her in place as I captured her lips with mine. I groaned at the sweetness of her mouth, the taste of her tongue as I forced myself into her mouth. I waited for her hands, for the pushes away as I expected them. But instead, her mouth parted with a sigh, and she sank into my punishment.
Remaking my actions with her response.
Remaking me with her response.
I tightened my hold on her neck, feeling the rumble of her moan under my palm.
Fuck me, this girl had to be perfect. How the hell was I going to stay away from her?
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My whole life I’d been handled with great care, as if I might break at any moment. I’d been tucked away, safe and sound, unable to experience any of the usual things that most girls my age had.
Maybe that’s why when Loren tightened his grip on my throat, there was a resounding throb in between my legs that meant only one thing.
I wanted him to manhandle me. I wanted to be held, pushed, pulled. Just enough to understand that I was really here, that I was a living, breathing creature who wanted to feel something.
And what I wanted most was to feel him. More of him, that is. With me perched at the edge of my chair, with his hands holding me in place, I was unable to plaster myself to him like I wished. The thought made me groan again, this time accompanied by my fingers slipping around his waist until I could knit my fingers in the back of his dress shirt.
Bright, nearly painful arousal hit me as he arched forward at my touch, what I knew had to be his cock brushing against my belly, and I was suddenly wild to touch more of him.
But he was stepping away. His hold on my neck not lessening but now redirecting.
“You will regret this.”
“I regret nothing.”
He gave me an incredulous look. “Do you even know what you’re saying, princess? You’re twenty-two. You cannot possibly know the implications of tying yourself to me.”




CHAPTER FOUR

WREN
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Great. Another man who doubted my ability to make decisions for myself, I thought. How original. “And what if I did? What if I understood exactly what it would mean?” To make my point, I rolled my hips forward, catching him off guard and giving myself a tiny slip of joy as his body brushed mine once again. It sent a shudder of need down to my thighs, where they clenched and pulsed with it. 
This man, he was going to change everything. He already had, but it was as if he was afraid of me. Maybe that was the reason I kept finding myself pressed between ice and fire that seemed to barely balance out in this man.
I bit my lip when he stepped away, breathing hard through his nose as he stared down at me, disbelieving. “You know nothing, princess.”
I doubled down on my stare, forcing myself to meet that ice gaze. Ice could burn. I would show him how.
After a chuff, Loren turned away and moved back to his side of the island just as the timer went off. Silence fell between us, but it was different than before. This was strangely relaxing. I felt that I might have passed whatever test he was planning on putting me through. At least for the time being.
I grinned but ducked my head, hiding from his eyes for the first time since I walked in. That brought my gaze perfectly level with the clothing I had stolen from his drawers.
I gnawed on my lip, watching him cut the brownies into neat squares. He slowed, wide hands so careful as he scooped out a large servings and placed them on the small plate I now noticed sitting just a few feet from my elbow.
He picked up the whisk from the whipped cream and began to drop a large dollop on to one of the brownies before he looked up when I cleared my throat.
“Can I try?”
“I figure you’d want one.”
“You figured correctly.” I ignored his sour line and moved around the island until we were side by side, watching as he scooped the second dollop of whipping cream out of the bowl then hovered above the brownie.
“Yes?”
I jerked, realizing he was waiting on me. “Oh yes, please.” I smiled as he dropped a dollop of the fluffy white cream right on top of my brownie. I leaned against him as I tucked my face close, inhaling the sweet fumes of the brownies as I eyed the rapidly melting cream.
“Oh no. Did I rush you?” I asked before chasing the melting cream as it cascaded down the edge of the dark chocolate brownie. Tucking the melted bit and my finger into my mouth, I glanced up at the man beside me, worried I’d ruined his dessert.
A dark chuckle slipped from Loren’s mouth. “Oh, you are. But I’m having a hard time telling myself it’s not worth the sweetness.”
“What?”
The plate went skidding away from my fingertips, and suddenly I was trapped between hard, powerful male and the solidness of the countertop.
“I promised I would stay away, that I wouldn’t sully your pretty body with mine until you were completely sure. But Wren, you are torturing me.”
Loren stepped up against me until I could feel every part of him against me. He leaned down, his nose against my hair as he inhaled me. “You were built to tear me down. Your smile. Your kiss. Everything you represent is what I crave.”
“Why is that bad?”
“Do you really want to know?”
His tongue traced my ear. I shifted, nervous but also tingling against his body. “Yes.”
“Because I am used to taking what I want.” His hands fanned out across my jaw, holding my face still as once again, he pounced.
Loren’s body curled around mine, practically dragging me out of the chair as I was pulled up against his chest while his lips held mine captive. First, I rose to my knees, letting the painful pinch of the metal against my skin ground me as his mouth drove my mind even more away from everything I knew until today.
He was not careful.
He was deliberate.
He owned every touch on my body, and I loved it. I reveled in it. I needed more, or else I would simply float away, back into the nothing that I’d come from.
For whatever reason, I couldn’t stop the words that fell from my lips when he finally pulled back. “You want me?”
His silence was telling enough. SI smiled up at him, letting my fingers echo his movement, copying his touch as my touch absorbed the feel of him. Loren didn’t need to say anything. I could feel it as clearly as if he had spoken the words, his body heaving towards me, every part of him craving more of me. Even as his face stayed impassive and quiet.
I threw my nerves aside. This was my life now. Not my grandfather’s, not my father’s. Even if I had been set upon this path by him, this was my life now. I was going to own it.
I was going to own him.
My husband.
My forever.
“Then take me.”
I didn’t regret my word choice for even a moment. We had one year to make this thing between us into something tangible. Into the baby my grandfather needed. Into the child I craved. Into the family we’d both been denied.
Loren’s mouth sealed back over mine, his body shoving mine back off the chair until I was pressed tight against the island, the granite pressing into my back. “Loren,” I gasped, just before he kissed me again and again. Until I couldn't breathe. Until I couldn’t think.
My legs rose slowly, his torso holding me in place as I wrapped myself around him. Heavy, powerful hands found their way to my thighs until he was lifting me, placing me at the edge of the counter as he loomed over me even still.
“Wren,” he murmured, slowly kissing his way down my neck. “Say yes.”
“To what?” I said, confusion cutting through the fog of need as it continued to sweep through me.
“To me.”
My eyes fluttered shut as his voice rumbled through my chest, making my skin tight at his words.
I bit down on my lips, wondering if I was doing the right thing. And then his fingers tightened once more on my thighs, tilting my pelvis up until I was against the flat plane of his belly. “I already did,” I finally got out a moment later. Giving into the pleasure of feeling his body press against that secret, untouched part of me that screamed for him, I let my head loll back, and my hair slipped back in a caress all its own, as if he’d turned my very body to teasing me.
One of his hands went to my face, where he tipped it back up to press close to his. Our breath mingled, his was all sweet mint as his gaze darted back to my lips.
“Are you untouched, wife?”
I blinked and then tried to squirm away from the intensity of his gaze on mine. If someone had asked me just ten hours ago if I was embarrassed to be a virgin, I would’ve said not. I’d lived an odd life, sure, but I wasn’t ashamed.
But now, plastered against this man, his muscle and experience clear in every line of his body… I felt the stirrings of shame in my belly.
“Tell me,” Loren demanded, voice somehow even deeper.
“Yes.”
“Completely?” His head cocked, as if surprised by my response.
I swallowed hard and nodded, focusing on the unfamiliar feel of his ring on my hand. I had one year, one year to find a place for myself in this man’s world. One year to build the family I wanted.
I was safe. For now.
But I needed him to want me too.
“I’m sorry…” I said, words cut off as he leaned in to kiss me again. His mouth was softer now, drawing out his touches with gentle slides of his tongue against mine. And I was back to squirming against him again, but this time for a whole other reason.
He pulled away after a moment, his pupils blown black and wide. “It didn’t matter to me whether you were pure as the fucking snow or not. You’re my wife now, Wren. You’re going to carry my baby. I just needed to know how much time you’d need to be ready.”
I stared. “Ready?”
His smile sent a shiver down my spine that was something between arousal and trepidation. “Ready for my cock, princess. Ready for me to fill you to the brim until you’re round with my baby.”
“Oh fuck.” The words slipped from my mouth before I could think better of it.
Loren chuckled, stepping back from where we’d been plastered together. I whimpered at the loss of contact, but a breath later his hand was on my throat again, pressing me back, back, back until I was suddenly lying across that enormous granite island. The countertop bit into my shoulder blades as I attempted to lean up onto an elbow.
“No, no, princess.” His hands pressed me down once more then tugged my ass back to the edge of the island. “You told me that you belong to me now. That means you do what I tell you to. Right?”
I gulped but couldn’t deny that the way this was going, I was pretty okay with whatever he was going to do next. So I slammed my eyes shut and nodded.
“Give me those words, Wren. No words, no pleasure.”
“Yes, I’m yours.”
“And now I’m going to use my mouth on you until scream for me.” His hands were at the waistband of my borrowed sweatpants. “And as much as I like seeing you in my clothes, these have to go.”




CHAPTER FIVE

LOREN
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These had always been a favorite pair of pants for me. But now, shit, I was never going to be able to wash them again. Not if I wanted to wash away the sweetest smell of my new wife’s arousal. I’d wondered if she knew what she was doing as she’d rubbed her pussy up against my belly. I could feel the heat of her against me, and knowing how pliant and wet Wren had gotten just from a few kisses, my entire body ached to see what was under these sweats. 
And now that I revealed a tiny, barely there black thong, followed by beautiful long legs, I wanted to taste every inch of her, but most of all, that place between her legs that was drawing me in like honey. I could practically taste her on my tongue.
Untouched. She was completely untouched. But for the first time since I’d agreed to this insane deal, there was nothing in my mind that was stopping me. No guilt. No shame.
I was going to claim what was mine. But not in the way she assumed. Or that her fucking family did. Tonight, I would show her what it would be like with me. I wanted to taste her cum on my tongue and know I was the first to ever do that.
Then tomorrow, if she was still here, if she hadn’t run, then I’d fill up that beautiful body with my cock and pray to God she got pregnant.
I leaned back, dropping the pants to the floor and then slowly easing her thong down her legs.
Suddenly it didn’t seem as important for her to fall pregnant immediately. Perhaps I would be able to enjoy her a little longer, then. My cock throbbed again from where I’d had to tuck it into my own waistband. It had been hard since the moment she walked in tonight.
Yanking two barstools closer, I put one on either side of my hips and slowly guided her feet to them. She was tall enough that it gave her leverage while still kept her ass perfectly poised on the edge of the counter.
A soft noise slipped from her pretty mouth as I moved there, pressing against her once more so that I could lean over her.
“Are you going to be a good girl and let me taste my new wife?” The word wife was still strange on my tongue, but I liked saying it like this. With possession and control. One of her thighs jumped at my side, making the side of my lips quirk.
“Yes, Loren.”
“Good girl,” I praised, letting my fingers drag up and down the long lines of her thighs as I pulled back.
“I’m going to taste you, princess.” I let my shoulders round until I could press a kiss at the top of her raised knee. For a moment, I felt the muscles in her legs leap again. I tightened my hold on her. “Don’t get shy now. Not when you have me so convinced you want this.”
“I do want this,” she said, but her voice was strained as her legs slowly relaxed and fell wider.
I wasn’t in the mood to argue with her again. I wanted to feel the sweetness of her on my tongue and taste the way I knew she’d cum into my mouth. And I wanted it now.
Pressing kisses to the satin inside of her thighs, I began to sample the flesh there. I could see her delicate pink folds, begging me for more attention. Never one to hold myself back, I dragged my mouth up her legs until I was hovering over her pussy. I knew she could feel my breath on her skin. I could see it in the way goosebumps flew across her skin, making the muscles in her belly jump.
I closed my eyes, suddenly assaulted by a vision of what she’d look like in this position in a few months. That lean belly would be round and swollen with my baby, her breasts heaving and sensitive.
I growled then looked at my arms around her thighs and set my tongue to work on tracing the line of her pussy lips as they beckoned me on.
“Oh God…” Wren’s voice had lost all of its whispery quality now. She was loud, her voice ringing out in surprise as I slipped my tongue up and down her core. I hummed deep in my throat as I savored her flavor on my tongue.
Sweet.
Innocent.
Mine.
Her hips were moving now, albeit awkwardly, but it was clear that she was looking for more contact and pressure. I smiled against her flesh, unwilling to give so readily. So instead, I gently pressed her down.
“Easy, Wren. Let me show you how.” I moved up, letting my mouth find the sweet little bud that was peeking out for me. With a soft lick, I waited for her response. For a second, nothing, so I licked her again, this time with more pressure and a small swirl into her lips below directly after.
A ragged shout from the woman under me made my lips curl in a smile. And then I proceeded to do it again and again. Letting my tongue gentle across her clit before diving deep and delving into the heat of her.
Her cries were becoming high-pitched. Needy. She was already ready. I growled, letting my tongue thrust deep into her as I moved one of my hands over to slowly circle her clit once more.
Wren arched off the granite, her legs dropping from the stools to clench around my head and shoulders as her hips began to roll, grinding herself against my face, mindlessly riding that orgasm that went off around my tongue a grenade, the impact sending waves through my body as she took from me what she wanted.
And I willingly gave it to her. I had to. Even as I felt her slick muscles gripping my tongue, my cock was aching in my pants. With a groan, her body began to go slack against me, and my mind was made up.
She wanted to be mine. Or thought she did.
I would claim her then, in every way I wanted. And if she could still handle that, then maybe she was meant for me.
I released her, watching her still-covered breasts heave as I used one hand to shove my stolen T-shirt up higher on her body until they were bare to me. My other hand dropped to my belt, which thankfully came off easily, and then I was taking my cock out, feeling the hot flesh burn against my palm as I stroked it once, twice, and then came hard all over my fist.
I knew she was watching; I knew she was up on her elbows staring. And I felt no shame. The orgasm overtook me, making my knees twist and neck arch as I thought about how if the girl managed to handle everything, then I would be sinking myself deep into her body tomorrow. Pumping her full of my cum. Watching it drip out. Then doing it all over again, until neither of us could move.
“Fuck,” I swore into the quiet room, my orgasm finally ebbing as I stared down at the woman I had only known a few hours. Her bright-blue eyes were dark and wide as she stared down at my cock and cum-covered hand. For a moment I wondered if I had done it, if I had scared her away.
But instead, my cock throbbed again as a bit of her pretty little tongue slipped out and wet her lips. I bit down on the moan that threatened in my throat. Instead, I raised my hand between us, eyeing it for a long, purposeful moment before lowering it to press my fingers, and the cum covering them, into her quivering pussy.
Her eyes fluttered shut, and goddammit, I could feel her pussy clench around my fingers once more.
“Mine,” I said, pumping my fingers into her once before wiping my cum across her wet skin, combining us in the most base way. After my heart rate began to slow, I stepped away, offering a hand to Wren, who took it gratefully before clambering down to stand against me once more.
“You should get some rest,” I found myself saying, watching the nervous twitches in her face as she watched me. “You have the room to yourself tonight. But if you’re still here tomorrow, it won’t matter what clothes you have on or what you say. You will be mine in every single way, princess.”
She picked up the discarded pants, slipping into them hurriedly.
“And Wren?”
She stopped in the doorway, her body straight and tense. “Yeah?”
I smiled at her. “Don’t wash me off your skin. That’s where I belong.”
To my pleasure, she blushed, ducking her head before she gave a quick nod. And then she was gone.
I closed my belt with a quick snap of my wrist. I’d been married for all of eight hours, and already I’d broken half of the rules I’d given myself.
But it felt really, really fucking good.




CHAPTER SIX

WREN
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Everything in this room smelled like Loren. Even me. And as I sat up in bed, looking blearily around for my phone, which was screaming its usually morning wakeup alarm, I was having a hard time being mad about it. 
I mean, the cum all over my crotch thing was definitely new. But I had found myself really enjoying the rest of this master bedroom, with its woodburning stove, double chairs, massive king bed, and a bathroom that made even my spoiled days at home pale in comparison. The man had style, but also class, and I couldn’t help but feel like I’d hit the lottery.
As far as arranged marriages go, at least. Especially after last night in the kitchen. I’d been lonely, sure, but I hadn’t expected my new husband to strip me down, eat me out, and hold himself inside me while we both panted at each other.
But now that he had, God help me, I couldn’t wait to do it again. I wasn’t a stranger to pleasure, but having it with another person, a man like Loren, it had elevated every assumption I’d ever had.
I wanted more.
I bit down on my lip, seesawing the skin there as I wondered if I would be able to wash him off me after my morning run. Then I laughed to myself, because where the hell had self-sure, confident Wren from yesterday morning go? What would Loren even do if I hadn’t done what he asked and slept with his seed marking my skin?
I didn’t think the man was dangerous. At least to anything other than my now-pulsing pussy. And maybe someday my heart. But I had a feeling that not listening to him had very real repercussions.
I just didn’t know what yet.
I stretched, climbing down from the bed and going in search of my running things. The ranch was so spread out that I imagined I wouldn’t even need to look for a road or something to make my path. In fact, it was probably an even better way to get to know the ranch.
Shoes on, hair up, my favorite lilac-colored workout set on, I headed down the front door. My music was blaring, the fall weather was quickly turning, but today seemed surprisingly warm, and I savored the moisture in the air as I ran around the perimeter of the ranch house and then moved to the pasture by the main road. This one was just gravel and rock, and I grimaced as I ran along the edge a bit awkwardly.
But still, I was determined. This was something I loved; I wasn’t going to change that too. I’d been running for about twenty minutes, soaking up both the picturesque views of the South Dakota landscape, but also the pounding drive of my favorite music in my ears, when I stepped oddly off a large smooth rock and landed wrong on my foot.
The twinge of pain was sharp and immediate, and with a squeak of surprise, I pulled up, moving towards the wooden fence so I could throw an arm over and stare down at my ankle. I was tempted to take the shoe off, but the number-one rule with ankles was to never let them swell until you were sure you could put it up or relieve that pressure again.
I popped my earbud out and looked around me. The main house was a tiny gray dot against the golden landscape, and immediately I sighed. That was a long freaking way to walk, even more so now that every foot fall made me cringe.
It wasn’t broken, but it hurt. And I wasn’t about to risk additional injury. Grabbing my phone, I scrolled through a large number of missed texts, mostly from the few friends I’d managed to keep in touch with since high school. And then my cousin Lanie. But there was another, directly at the top of the screen, an unknown number. I swiped and was surprised that it was not just Loren’s cell phone number, but a link to my phone’s tracking application that allowed me to share my location with him.
I wanted to brush it off as creepy and be irritated, but seeing as I desperately needed that right now, I ignored that. Swallowing my pride and propping my ankle up on the edge of fence, I waited until I could see Loren’s location get fixed on my little drone map of the ranch.
My heart leapt in my throat. He was close, his bright-blue dot only a few pastures away from my default-colored gray dot. Taking another breath, I exited out and hit the call button by his name.
He answered in an instant. “Wren?”
“Hi.” I swallowed, my throat sticky and nervous for some reason. “I tripped on my run. I saw you were nearby; do you think you could come pick me up?”
Silence.
“I’m so sorry to be a hassle,” I started, but his deep voice cut me off.
“I’m coming. Stay there.”
“Okay, thank you,” I said into the phone, unsure if he even bothered to listen before the line went dead. Tucking my phone back into the pocket on my leggings, I hopped up onto the railing to wait.
I didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, I heard the thunder of approaching hooves, and I turned towards the noise, expecting to finally meet some of the four-legged residents of my new home. And I did. But that wasn’t all.
It was Loren and Erik, each aboard a dark brown–colored horse. A bay, I remembered from my horse-crazy days. The horses loped along, long legs eating up the space between the two men and me.
Erik slowed first, his bearded face hidden and locked down as Loren continued on, stopping only when he was feet from me. His blaze-faced mount huffed softly, jangling the bit in its mouth as Loren swung down and marched towards me in a pair of fitted, soft-looking jeans and a navy plaid pearl-snap shirt.
My ankle hurt, sure, but even now my body vibrated with the awareness of this man. He drew me to him like a magnet. And the way he’d swung off that horse, his handsome face serious, made my belly clench with want once more.
I was a goner.
“What happened?”
“It’s my bad foot. It’s more sensitive, and I tripped while looking at the scenery.”
Loren climbed the fence easily and dropped in front of me to look at my foot as well.
For as stern as his face was, his fingers were so very careful as they prodded around the ankle bone.
“I didn’t want to run home on it, you know?”
His head jerked up to mine, and his deep-blue eyes narrowed. “Home? No, that’s way too far. I’ll take you back on Bosco.”
Erik had walked up now and leaned on the horn of his saddle as he observed with me complete indifference. “Boss, we’ve got to check that calf.”
“Then take Danny off the fencing gig and get him to come over.” There was a growl under Loren’s words that made me feel a bit awkward.
Erik looked away, obviously not used to being the victim of Loren’s harsh tone.
Loren rose to stand beside me then looped an arm around my waist, taking my weight as he guided me towards a gate a small way down the fence row. “Please, Erik. I need to take my wife home.”
I dared to glance over my shoulder in time to see Erik give a jerky nod and reach off his own horse to snag Bosco’s reins. Together, he guided both horses to meet us.
The nod Loren gave him was as much an apology as I imagined either of these men capable of.
“Have you ever ridden before, princess?” He placed both my hands on the saddle seat in front of my face, his body flush to my back.
“I actually love to ride, but it’s been a long time.”
“Bosco’s the best out here. I’ll get you up, and then we’ll ride back together.”
I nodded, and without further preamble, powerful hands lifted me so I could put my good foot into the stirrup and swing over my aching one. Bosco stood like a statue, so as soon as my ass was in the saddle, I sent Loren a huge grin and leaned forward to pat the dappled brown coat within reach.
Erik snorted, but Loren shot me a quick grin before swinging up behind me. The saddle wasn’t meant for two, but we managed it, him lifting me until I rested across his thighs some. Erik waited until we were situated before releasing the reins and steering his mount away once more.
“Thank you,” I murmured to the giant man, but he didn’t act like he heard me as he kicked his big gelding back into a lope.




CHAPTER SEVEN
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I turned to look at Loren behind me. “He doesn’t like me very much.” 
Loren clucked, pushing Bosco into a sedate walk. For a moment, I didn’t think he was going to answer, so I turned back to the front, enjoying the rhythmic sway of the horse’s movement.
“Erik doesn’t have very much faith in women most days.”
It was my turn to snort this time. “You don’t say.”
A companionable silence slipped between us, and I found myself relaxing back into his chest.
“Erik and I have the same mother. I figured you might have guessed, since you’ve probably noticed how much we look alike.”
I nodded, and Loren continued.
“Our mother slept with his father, a competitor of Thanes, to get back at our dad for ignoring her. Erik was the result, and therefore he grew up a pawn in a disgusting competition for blood. A few years ago, I told him about this place, asked him if he could run it for me. As my brother, but also away from the influence of either of our families.”
“That was very kind.”
“Ranch life isn’t kind. But I appreciate the compliment.” His hands tightened around me, and he dropped his nose to my hair.
I jerked away awkwardly. “Sorry I’m all sweaty and stuff.”
“And I’m covered in horsehair and more than my share of road dust.” He breathed me in. “I still love the way you smell.”
His hand crept across my belly, fingertips lingering over my belly button before going lower so that he could press her pelvis back against his hips. I groaned, my body still keyed up from everything the night before, as well as the night full of dreams of my new husband fulfilling all of my fantasies.
“You didn’t shower.”
“I didn’t shower,” I echoed, acutely aware of the way the horse’s strides made his body roll into mine with every step. His chest rumbled in pleasure, and he pressed a kiss against my neck.
“Good.”
The remainder of the ride is enjoyed in silence. And while my ankle still throbbed from where it dangled at Bosco’s side, that pain was shoved way, way down as my brain focused wholly on the delicious friction of his crotch against my ass.
And when we arrived back at the main house and his hands helped me down from Bosco’s back, I realized I wasn’t the only one. Loren put me down but didn’t release his hold on my hips as we stared at each other.
“He said you were going to distract me, and I didn’t believe him.”
“Erik?” I didn’t need him to confirm. I knew. But also, I didn’t give a single fuck. I slipped my hands up his chest until my fingers were knitted tightly in that silvery blond hair of his.
“But he was right.” Loren drew in a ragged breath. “It is taking every shred of control I have to not strip you down here, take you like an animal in the earth, until you’re filled to the brim with me and screaming my name for the whole fucking ranch to hear you.”
I gasped, my hips arching against his involuntarily, as if begging for the words to be made real.
“But?”
Dark-blue eyes were serious as they met mine. “I gave you until tonight, princess, to decide what you wanted from me. If it’s this, if it’s this life, this deal, this dirty fucking contract, then I want you to tell me.”
I opened my mouth, but his hand slipped up to cup my jaw and press our foreheads together. “Because after tonight, I will take what’s mine. I ,will breed you sweet girl. I will lavish you in love and cum until you don’t remember a life before my cock was inside you. And then I will hoard you away for myself. Do you understand?”
My heart was hammering in my chest. My pussy clenched desperately, feeling empty and bereft as I stared into my husband’s handsome face. I wanted that. God, I wanted it so badly. But he was right, this was forever, and I didn’t want him to think I hadn’t considered everything.
So I stepped back, limping only slightly now.
“Tonight, then?”
Loren’s gaze was hot on mine. “Tonight. I’ll be in for dinner at six thirty.”
“I’ll see you then.” I turned to the door but only made it a few feet before powerful arms swept me up and carried me into the foyer.
“I’ve got it from here,” I whispered, my body still thrumming from the nearly constant assault of him on my raw nerves.
“Six thirty,” he said again, his chest expanding as he breathed me in one more time before ducking back out to grab Bosco’s reins.
I stood, leaning on the windowsill and watching until both man and horse disappeared back down the ranch’s road.
And then I slunk down, my bones melting into a pile right there in my new home’s entryway.
I wanted him, more than I wanted anything else I could ever remember. Other than being offered a choice.
But then, he had offered me a choice, hadn’t he? Perhaps for the first time since I moved in with my grandfather, I had a choice with Loren.
The thought was satisfying, empowering. But did absolutely nothing to take away from the fact that there really wasn’t a choice at all.
Because I already belonged to Loren Thanes.
And tonight, I would show him.
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Or rather, man to seduce.
Loren had said he wouldn’t be back until 6:30, so I had only had a few hours to get my act together. I made myself a sandwich and wandered around the house, picking up a few things as I did. And when I reached the master bedroom, eyeing my suitcase on the ground by the dresser, I had a horrible, wonderful idea.
The man doubted I could handle him. That I would run scared. But that wasn’t anywhere close to how I felt so far.
Awkward and a bit nervous, absolutely. But scared? Not at all.
With a content sigh, I stared down the length of the massive walk-in closet. Loren’s clothes were sorted by color and started out the most casual towards me and ended up with a very large portion of suits at the end.
The vision of my silver-headed husband in a dark Armani suit made my belly clench and my skin heat. I wondered briefly if I could come to one of his meetings someday, to hear about the future of Ehlers Co. and then stay after to see if he would bend me over his conference table.
Shaking my head, I forced my mind back to the present. Then I stepped into the closet, my arms gathering a bundle of them, hangers included, and marched to the back of the room.
It was my house; he’d said it himself. I was ready to make it look that way.
Finally done, I tossed my suitcase into the closer as well. I had no idea what time it was, but I still needed to shower and get dressed for tonight. Biting my lip, I turned on music and hopped into the shower to shave every inch of my body. I giggled, dancing around in the hot water and letting the steam fill the small room until I could barely see myself in the mirrors.
While it was oddly romantic, I didn’t do me any favors on understanding how long I’d been lingering in the hot water. But when my music cut out a few minutes later, I turned, squinting through the glass shower doors.
To my shock and more than a little embarrassment, there stood Loren, shirtless and staring.
“Oh my God,” I squealed, leaping back and trying to cover both my breasts and my crotch at the same time. “Loren! What are you doing in here?”
He didn’t answer, simply slid the door open to the shower. His eyes told me that I was doing a horrible job covering up. My throat closed as, instead of answer, Loren reached up and slowly began to remove his shirt, exposing a broad tanned chest and a dusting of blond hair that thickened across his belly and disappeared into his jeans.
I jerked my chin up, my breath short and rapid as I met his eyes once more. I wanted him to keep going. I wanted him to take off his jeans and join me.
But my voice was frozen along with the rest of my body as I stared him down. The look on his face—it was the same as when he’d looked down at me, spreading his cum between my legs last night.
The memory burned white hot, and against my better judgment, my lips parted and a soft whimper slipped out. A beg for attention. From him.
Loren’s jaw clenched hard. And then he was there, in the shower with me, his powerful hand sweeping low so he could pop my feet off the tiled floor and move my legs around his waist. “Are you trying to force my hand, princess?”
“What?”
“Do you know what time it is?”
I shook my head, and he growled a response to me. “It’s five fifty, sweet girl. I promised you forty more minutes until I came to you.”
His hands on my hips held me in place as he ground the wet denim of his jeans against my pussy. The water was still falling down on us, but now every drop felt like delicious torture as my skin tingled and burned under his hold.
“What if I know my answer now?”
His fingers tightened on my hips, making me gasp. “Eager, princess?” Loren dropped his head, and my legs instinctively clung to his waist. His tongue, slick and warm, traced down the line of my neck. “Eager for me to fill that sweet cunt up with my cock? Or do you want my tongue again?”
I groaned, rolling my hips against the warm, smooth skin of his belly.
His teeth dug in for a moment, scoring my skin. “Or perhaps both?”
“Both,” I finally managed to whisper.




CHAPTER EIGHT
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Loren laughed against my neck, and then his tongue lashed out to sooth the bite he’d given me. “But I’m a man of my word, wife. Forty minutes.” 
With that, he startled me by stepping away and leaving me to flop down from around him with an awkward splash.
I felt like my cheeks must be burning with confusion as we stared at each other more.
Then he lifted one dark-silver brow. “May I use the shower?”
He was already in it, the bastard, but I didn’t bother sassing him. Something told me that wouldn’t end well for me. I huffed a quick response, nodding as I stepped around his big body and out into the steam-filled room.
Naked and hoping desperately to make a dramatic exit, I stared around me but didn’t see a single towel.
Fuck.
Dramatic exit ruined.
“On the warming rack, behind this wall.” Loren’s voice vibrated deeply with humor.
I turned to glare at him and gave another squeak as my husband was slowly working his wet jeans down over his ass. And at my noise, he turned giving me another look at the thick cock that he’d ground against me only moments ago.
Heat bubbled and grew in my belly, making my words die on my tongue. After a pause, I forcibly jerked my eyes off the heavy, bobbing rod between his legs and met his laughing blue eyes. “Anything else, wife?”
Wife. The way he used that word like a weapon was enough to break my trance and send me stomping off towards the door with only a brief pause to snatch one of the huge bath sheets off the towel rack that was right where he’d gestured to.
“Pompous jerk,” I grumbled as I stepped into the master, dancing around to try to prevent more water from dripping on the luxurious carpet under my toes. Even as I said the words though, a smile pulled at my lips.
I’d wondered if my new husband might be funny or at the very least have the capacity to tease me. It seemed like he was, and I found myself liking this teasing, flirtatious dynamic more and more. Because I found myself liking this teasing, flirtatious dynamic more and more.
I’d expected him to fuck me.
I’d expected to carry his baby. It was in the godforsaken contracted. But I hadn’t been and wasn’t sure how much I would enjoy the before, the during, or even the after.
Because that’s what a baby would mean. It would bind us together permanently. Company to company, family to family. Wife to husband.
I dried off, my skin still tingling as I remembered the way my new husband had just lifted me, pressing me against the wall as if I weighed nothing. And last night, he’d played with me, his body moving over mine with such easy possession.
I wanted it again.
I glanced down at my phone. Six o’clock on the dot. I moved over to the dresser, where I pulled out a pair of my favorite lacy underthings, and then moved back through the bathroom to the closet, careful to keep my staring to a minimum as soap slid down Loren’s broad back, the muscles there playing in the foggy interior.
Even my quick look did nothing but throw fuel on the fire that was lighting up my insides. He really was beautiful, all powerful lines, heavy bone. But that silver hair, contrasting so sharply with the tan tone of his skin, made me want to curl around him, to beg him for protection and support.
I grabbed a dress, one of my favorites, but also made sure that it would easily come off. Because if I was right and I was about to be taken, then I wanted him to have as easy access as possible.
In reality, I already felt silly getting dressed at all.
Especially when Loren stepped into the room, a towel around his trim waist. His eyes met mine and were so blue and clear that I knew he had seen right through me and this idea. If this man wanted to rip my favorite dress right off my shoulders, I would gladly let him.
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My plan for tonight had already gone sideways. I meant to come into the house, slip into the shower, and get myself off hard. Because I knew otherwise, there’d be no way I’d be able to control myself once I got inside Wren.
And I would be getting inside her. It was clear now that this woman thought she would stay, thought she could handle this lifestyle.
Which was fine.
I was in this for the company. And the baby.
God, I wanted that baby. A strange way to secure my long shot at having my own family. But when was the last time I’d done something conventionally? And now that I’d met her, this woman who would be my wife, who might carry my baby,
I was even more invested. Because when I’d chased her out of the shower tonight, I had barely gotten my jeans down my legs, kicking them away before my cock was in my fist and I was pumping it fast and hard. And when my cum splattered against the tile, still warm from where I’d had her, I felt only the smallest relief of pressure. I wasn’t even sure if my cock was going to soften, especially when I heard Wren walk back through, her feet quick and nervous on the flooring.
But still, I smiled to myself. She was so sure she wanted me but at the same time so confused about how to get me.
That was fine with me though. I would show her what it meant to be mine.
I moved back to our bedroom; Wren was standing on the far side, staring into the mirror as she braided the sides of her chin-length hair. She was dressed in a pretty red dress, the hem billowing and loose around her thighs. Not that I needed to be reminded of how perfect her body felt against me, but I could see the clear outline there. It called to me, begging for my hands.
I glanced at the clock. Six twenty eight. I grinned, deciding to forgo the clothing entirely. Instead, I moved to stand behind her, catching her eyes in the mirror. I loved her sharp haircut, so at odds with the softness of her smile or the kindness in her eyes. And as our eyes met in the mirror, I slipped a hand up the back of her neck until my fingers gripped her firmly.
“Did you make your decision?”
“I did.”
“And?”
I slipped a hand low, wrapping around the quickly rising and falling ribcage in front of me. She was so delicate beneath my palms, her body poised and anxious.
I would soothe her. If not with my hands, then with my mouth. My lip quirked. And then with my cock.
“Give me your answer, princess.” I curled around her shoulders, lips brushing her nearly bare skin there. “I’ve been aching for you all day.”
Her quiet laugh made me smile again. “You have been? How do you think I’ve felt?”
“That’s why I’m asking.” I let my hand whisper low again, pressing against her pelvis below her belly button.
“My answer is the same as it was yesterday when I stood by you at that altar. Yes. A hundred times over. The fact that I’ve been dying to feel you against me all day?” She gulped, and my gaze was trained on the smooth line of her throat. “Only a bonus.”
“You want me.”
“And your baby.”
“Fuck,” I gritted out before my arms clenched and drew her straight against my body. “You were meant to break me, weren’t you?”
She didn’t get to respond because my free hand moved up to turn her face sideway so that I could capture her lips again. The kiss was sweet, soft, gentle.
I would be as such as long as I could, I promised myself. I pulled back, heart humming as it took her a few extra moments to regain her focus on me.
“Last chance.”
She shook her head then turned back to the mirror, staring at us, my hands on her possessively and the long lean line of her body arched back into mine. “I’m yours.”
I gritted my teeth, my cock already hard and aching between my legs as I let my hips rub against hers just a bit.
“Eyes on the mirror. Tell me what you like,” I said, releasing her jaw so I could slowly slip my hand down, brushing the straps from her shoulder so her dressed sagged. Her hands moved to catch the fabric, but I ignored their attempts, my hands cupping her small breasts in my hands as she was distracted elsewhere. She hadn’t put a bra on, and I could feel the already puckered tips against my roughened palms as I squeezed her gently. Wren groaned brokenly, her hands suddenly less interested in holding up the dress and more interested in holding on to me. She crooked an arm back, slipping her hand into my hair as my hands continued their exploration. I released her breasts, tweaking the pink tips between my thumb and fingers before moving lower.
I paused purposefully, both hands on her ribs, staring at her in the mirror. “So pretty,” I commented, unable to stop myself. And she was, her body arched even now, face constricted in a mixture of nerves and pleasure.
I frowned at that realization. I wanted the nervousness gone and knew exactly how to make it happen.
“Lower, princess?”
She nodded immediately, satin blonde hair sweeping out to brush my jaw as I pressed a kiss to the side of her neck and then drove my hand into the bodice of the dress. It clearly wasn’t meant for this and began to slide down her body again. This time, she didn’t move to catch it. And in a whoosh of fabric, my bride was once against naked, save her thong, in front of me.
True to my word, I petted her belly with my fingers but moved lower and lower, spiraling my touches until her hips moved and squirmed against mine.
“Loren,” she whimpered, her eyes hazy in the mirror in front of us.
My fingers stole into her underwear, the lace stretching as my long fingers pressed lower. In a matter of inches, I grew desperate for her. Desperate to know and feel that whatever this was between us wasn’t just my own madness.
And then I reached the perfect, burning heat of her. My fingers skimming over her core, where my heart stopped in my chest. Because against my fingers, her slit was leaking slick, delicious moisture. My cock twitched, and for a moment I thought I was going to lose control and cum again, just rocking against my new wife’s tight ass.
By some miracle, I held on, focusing on the revelation that began to slowly consume me. It wasn’t an act. It couldn’t be. Not like this, with the swollen lips of her sex begging me for more.
God, I would give her everything. Because it was my wife asking, my wife begging for my cock and the cum that would finally bring us what we both wanted so badly. “Fuck, Wren, you’re so swollen here.”
Her body writhed against mine, her eyes dark. “Look in the mirror, baby,” I crooned to her, my fingers easily finding the bud at the top of her sex and circling it. Wren clenched her thighs but obeyed, her eyes meeting mine in the reflection. She was so close. I could feel it in the way her body was twitching, moving against mine even when she didn’t mean to. It was mindlessly seeking out pleasure now.
Pleasure she subconsciously knew only I could give her.
“I want to see your eyes the minute you become mine.”
Her eyes widened, but I didn’t give her a second to think twice about this. I reached between our bodies and freed my towel, letting my cock spring free. It hungrily smacked against her pussy, and I moaned as I swirled my other fingers around her clit again.
My foot bumped her stance wider, and it took just a moment for me to align my cock with the begging heat between her legs. I looked up, my dark blue finding her icy blue in the mirror. Then with a twist of my hips against her ass, I pressed gently inside of her.
The tight pressure of her body nearly overwhelmed me, and I wanted to sag into the feeling, the way her muscles were gripping me, holding me right where I wanted to be. But I meant what I’d said. I wanted to see this moment with her. Wren’s mouth opened, and a high-pitched moan slipped from her as her body instinctively bent, trying to accommodate the rest of my heavy cock as I rolled myself deeper and deeper into her.
But she never broke my gaze, never faltered as I staked my claim on this beautiful, sexy woman in front of me.
“Mine,” I said when my flesh finally met hers. And she was. Completely, utterly mine.




CHAPTER NINE

LOREN
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She finally blinks, her body quivering as she relaxed against my thick cock. I did the same, letting my head loll forward so I could stare down at where we met. Where I’d split her body and inserted my own. 
I’d done it.
I was married, and I was keeping her.
Biting back a moan, I pulled back ever so slightly then nudged forward back inside her. It’s nearly painful to be out of her now, the air biting at my cock as I thrust back. I never wanted to leave her. Maybe I wouldn’t have to.
But now I had another job to do.
This woman needed my seed deep in her belly. And plenty of it. I circled her clit again and was rewarded with a throbbing clench around my cock.
“Such a good girl.” I circled it again, my eyes staring at the way we look in the mirror. And I know she was too, her gaze glued to the image of me arching over her, my cock stuffed inside her, my heavy balls hanging below, ready to make her a mother.
“Loren, I need…”
“You need to come, princess. Do you think you can do that for me?” I’d meant that as half tasing, half serious, but I could see her face brighten as the challenge.
“I want to.”
“Good.” I rubbed her clit harder, grinding my cock against her ass as I felt her go stiff against me once more. “Come for me, wife. It’s almost time for me to fill you up.”
That did it. Wren’s knees buckled as her pussy throbbed madly around me, fluttering and teasing my cock as if begging for my seed.
Soon, I thought to myself as I weathered the nearly painful pleasure of feeling her come around me. As soon as her muscles slowly released me, I retreated, slipping my still-hard cock from her pussy as I turned her.
Her beautiful face was surprised, and I leaned down to sweep one hand behind her knees and catch her up in my arms, bridal style. She didn’t protest, didn’t even make a noise, just burrowed her nose into my shoulder and sighed as I walked us across the room to the bed.
My cock was demanding release, but I pushed it aside, carefully setting her down across the silk sheets of my bed. Our bed.
“Loren, I don’t understand,” Wren’s innocence was showing again as she watched me with wide eyes as I moved around to the other side of the bed. She was watching my cock of course. And I didn’t bother pretending that it didn’t make me fucking thrilled she looked at me like that. Even freshly fucked, she  was clearly eager and her eyes hungry on me.
This woman was going to suit me just fine.
[image: image-placeholder]Wren
Well shit. If I thought I had any kind of power in this dynamic, that thought had just been thoroughly—and I mean thoroughly—fucked out of my system.
Loren was…everything. He’d made me come standing in front of a mirror with that thick, beast of a cock deep inside me. And while I’d savored every moment of his hands on me tonight, his tongue circling me last night, there was nothing that compared to the moment I’d looked up, his cock pushing deep inside me, and caught him looking at me too. The word “mine” on his lips.
I was ruined, but in the best way I could’ve imagined. Adding to the varying number of questions I had about my new husband was the fact that even when I’d come, he held back, his fingers tight enough to leave a bruise on my hips, but still…no orgasm for him.
And now that he’d deposited me on the bed, his cock still long and weeping, I had one terrifying, shocking thought. Was he planning on withholding his semen from me? Was this a long-game situation forcing a divorce? Because if so…my thoughts trailed off as fear choked me, and I let out a whimper.
I stared down at my legs as the beg dipped and Loren joined me on it. His hands were urgent, deliberate, as he tilted my face back up to his. I hated the tears that he could now see, on display from the panic that swirled in my gut.
“Did I hurt you?” His voice was low and anguished and enough to stem off the panic for a moment.
“What?”
“You’re crying. I hurt you.” His hands were urging me back now, curling around me until I was pressed up against a broad, muscled torso. He slid one of my legs over his until we were completely entangled. His cock had softened at my tears but was still hot and heavy against my hipbone.
I swallowed hard, forcing the words out. Because I couldn’t let this happen. Not when I’d hoped he might really be the one. Not when I wanted him to be. “You didn’t hurt me, Loren.”
His hands, which had been petting down my back, stopped. “But the tears?”
“I thought…” I trailed off, rethinking the whole night. Had I missed something? “I thought you were going to withhold…your…self.” I cringed inwardly at the awkward way I had to address the fact that I thought he was trying to avoid getting me pregnant.
“You thought what?”
“That you didn’t want me to get pregnant. That it would be a way out.”
Silence fell and his hands slowed against my body. Then carefully, I was pushed back until I lay on my back, and he swung a leg over. His body kneeled over mine, a testament to the drastic size difference. Loren leaned in, his face only inches from mine. When I started to bite my lip out of habit, he reached out one hand to stop me then held tight to my chin.
“It was your first time, Wren. It was supposed to be all about you. I wanted you to feel everything before I put myself back into the equation.” And then he smiled at me, handsome face transforming right in front of me.
“That was only for me…”
His head cocked. “Of course. Your pleasure, wife, will always be more important to me than my own.”
Holy fuck. My pussy actually clenched at the thought of this man. Of how he wanted to pleasure me above all else.
“And now?”
Loren shifted back a with a smirk. “Now? Now I’m planning on tasting you again, letting you get all soft and wet for me.” He moved until he was between my legs then guided my knees up until my feet were flat on the bed. “I’ll need you that way if you expect me to breed you tonight.”
The words set off an explosion between my legs, and I actually stiffened as my orgasm from earlier sent more aftershocks through my system. “Oh God, I need to touch you,” I moaned, reaching for Loren. He had something that would make this better, this aching emptiness. My fingers brushed his cock, and for a moment, I was sure he’d let me touch him.
But then he pulled away. “Until this pretty belly is full of my baby, the only place my cum is going is in your pussy.” He breathed through his nose quickly. “But then after that, I’m happy to show you anything you want.”
“You promise?” I asked, watching as he lowered himself on his elbows, crisscrossing the bed so his face was directly above my pussy once again.
“I’m yours to command, wife,” he murmured, his tongue hot and firm against my clit. And then we were both silent for a long while, me because I was too busy moaning, my body heaving against him as I chased that perfect spike of pleasure that he kept just out of my reach.
“Loren, please,” I finally gasped. I tightened my fingers in his hair, hauling his face away from my body, the orgasm just out of reach. “I want to feel you inside me when I come this time.”
He was over me in an instant, his body powerful and hard against my palms. My thighs shifted wider to let his hips fall between them, and I groaned at the contact there. “Better?”
I let my hands wander down from his head to his shoulders, where I nervously ran my nails over his skin. “Not quite.” I pushed up on the bottoms of my feet, succeeding only slightly, when the head of his cock slipped through my folds just once.
I needed so much more.
I needed to feel all of him.
“Loren…”
He leaned in, nose brushing mine for an instant. “I am yours to command. What do you need, wife?”
Power, bright and throbbing, burst inside of my chest. Mine to command. “I need you. Inside me.”
He thrust forward, thick cock plunging deep. I gasped, my body curling up and around him, desperate for as much of this pleasure as I could get. Loren growled, his body taut against mine. He retreated, dragging his shaft through my flesh until, with a grunt, he thrust back in hard.
I fell back, my head pushing into the pillow as every thought was focused on my hips, my pussy, the pleasure this man brought with every drive into my body. But it wasn’t enough for him. As he drove into me, his mouth lowered, lips against my hairline as he asked me again.
“And now, princess?”
“More, more, more,” I chanted, my nails digging into his back and scoring the flesh there as I attempted to drag in him once more.
But still, he teased me. “You want to come, sweet Wren? Is that why you’re clenching around me so tight? I knew you’d be tight, but God damned, I can barely move.”
I groaned again, feeling my thighs tremble as another orgasm edged around the corners of my mind. So close, so close. But this time, I wanted it to be more. I wanted it to be everything.
I snapped forward, wrapping a hand around the back of his neck as he continued to fuck me. “You said I’m yours. Does that make you mine?”
“Always.”
“Then come for me, Loren. Come inside me. Let me feel how badly you want me. How badly you want me pregnant.”
“Fuck,” he said, his head falling back as his hips jerked against mine. “Going to fill you up, over and over, let this pussy milk every drop from my cock.”
His hips were wild now, and I closed my eyes as my orgasm began to rip through me.
“It’s time, Wren. Take it all.”
I was gone, bliss and pleasure warring in my mind as I twisted and arched under his powerful body. Perhaps later I would remember the way his blue eyes clenched shut, his body pulsing and hot against mine as we stilled, completely intertwined.
My eyes fluttered open when Loren began to press soft kisses to the side of my face and hair. And as I lay there, his weight a delicious pressure washing away the earlier anxiety, I wondered how I could feel like a completely different person in only a few hours.
Gone was the girl who had fled a shower because her husband was in it. Gone was the girl who had shivered through her wedding vows.
I was here and now. I was complete.
“How are you feeling?” Loren’s gruff voice made me smile as I turned my head and let him keep kissing me.
“Very good. A little tired.”
“Not too sore.”
I shook my head, a bit surprised at that. Tomorrow may be a different story, but for now, I was utterly content. At least until his hands slipped under my body and he rolled, dragging me on top of him.
“Loren? What are you—?”
“Just getting us comfortable.”
I leaned down, the strokes of his hand down my spine so lovely I would’ve purred had I had the ability. Yawning, I curled up on his chest. My eyes were almost closed when I felt a tight clench deep inside my body, and I jerked upright.
“Oh God, I should get up, get cleaned up. I’m sure I’m covering you in…uh…us.”
Loren’s hands fell to my hips and held tight. “Not so fast.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’re going to sleep like this.” He grinned at me for a moment. “I know you’re perfectly capable, based on the fact you were just dozing there.”
I felt the heat in my cheeks, even as I ducked my chin. “Oh, but don’t you want me to get cleaned up?”
Loren growled low in his throat, sitting up on an elbow and shifting me slightly on his still-thick cock. “On the contrary. I will be staying right here—” he rolled his hips, reseating himself deeper inside my still-slick pussy “—all night.”
I blinked slowly, a warmth for this man glowing under my skin. “You want that?”
“To spend the night inside my wife? Yes. I want to keep my cum as deep inside her womb as possible. Also, yes.” Loren leaned back, dropped his head to a pillow, one muscular arm propped up behind him.
I leaned forward once more, and a heavy hand slowly stroked over me, lulling my thoughts back to that quiet bliss. “I guess I’ll get comfortable, then.”
Loren grinned up at me as I got settled on his chest. “I already have.”
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Maybe I’d had the wrong idea of marriage. Which was no surprise, considering my father and mother had loathed each other since I was a small child. But this marriage, this partnership I was laying down with Wren—it was like nothing I’d ever felt before. 
And it wasn’t because of the sex, delicious as it was. It was more. I had fucked that girl on every surface of the main house now, but nothing, and I meant nothing, felt as good as waking up with her body wrapped around mine.
Legs. Arms. Everything, wrapped up in mine. Even her fingers entwined with mine, holding my hand over her belly as we slumbered.
It was painfully domestic. But day by day, I found myself craving it more. The way I would come home to her working away on her computer, her smile waiting for my lips. Her body waiting for my cock.
I had no intention of standing in her way professionally. I loved that she spent all day consulting with these big-name companies and athletes, all clamoring for her opinion on health and nutrition. Hell, at this point, I found her brain as sexy as the rest of her.
And two weeks in, I had not absolutely no control over my traitorous heart. He belonged to her. Completely and utterly. And when she fell asleep at night, her body coiled around mine, my mind was consumed with what the future could look like.
What we could build together. Not just a family, but a home here. Babies in her belly and my arms. Erik would be an utterly devoted uncle. Maybe her family would even visit at the holidays. We could be happy.
I groaned, leaning back in my office chair and staring out across the landscape just outside our window. It would be full-on winter soon, and some part of me wanted so badly to be here, holed up, unable to fly to Chicago every week. Just Wren, me, and maybe even our baby.
Fuck, I’d throw a fucking party when I found out she was pregnant. Not just because of the baby but of the end of this agreement.
Wren and I had talked about it before. What it would mean. But day by day, I found myself growing itchy. Wearisome of this act I’d put on her, onto us both. I wanted to be free of it now. Not after a year, not after our baby was born.
I wanted them born clear of agreement. I wanted to have Wren free of this agreement, and so one morning, in the cool gray dusk of fall, I slipped from our bed, leaving a note and my briefcase.
I wouldn’t be home for dinner. I would be home for bed though, and I knew there would be hell to pay.
The helicopter ride was short, my patience even more so as I flew into Sioux Falls. Home of Ehlers Co. I had a meeting set with Wren’s grandfather.
The old man was still as much a conundrum as I believed him to be the first time we met. All beard, harsh gaze, but in a polished black suit that looked like it cost more than the one on my own back.
“Loren!” the big man bellowed, his arms spread wide. “Come to deliver good news already?”
I cringed away, oddly irritated by the way the man suddenly equated my marriage to the breeding arrangement it had begun as.
“Depends on what you consider good news.” I set my briefcase on one of the chairs in front of his desk.
Ehlers sat down, his face curious. “To what do I owe the visit, if not news of my great-grandchild being conceived?”
I cringed again, purposefully brushing off the man’s callous words. Had I once sounded like that? The thought now made me nauseated.
“I don’t know if Wren if pregnant or not, Ehlers. I came for a different proposition.”
“What’s that?”
“Her freedom.”
His gray brows flew high. “From you?”
I squared my shoulders, my throat tightening so severely I was surprised the words even slipped out. “From both of us.”
He eyed me, leaning back in his office chair to fold his fingers. “Go on.”
I leaned over, gripping my briefcase and opening the folder where I’d stored the original contract that bound me to the best thing that had ever happened to me. “Wren is beautiful, smart, and more than capable of making her own choices. I should never had entered into this bargain.”
Her grandfather was rising, his blue eyes fast on mine. “What are you saying?’
“I want to call it off. All of it.”
“You don’t want my company?”
“No, I do. I just want your granddaughter more.” I laid the contract on the desk between us, our mutual signatures glaring up at us.
“And if she’s pregnant? Are you looking to get out of this?”
I rolled my shoulders, anger making my teeth grind against each other. “Finding out Wren is pregnant would be the highlight of my life, and I would do absolutely anything to convince her to stay with me.” I pushed the contract closer to his fist. “Starting with this. Tear it up. Today.”
Ehlers’ foggy gray eyes started at the paper, his lips set in a firm line above his beard. I wasn’t sure how or when he was going to respond. Maybe he wouldn’t.
I leaned over the desk, waiting until his gaze slowly rose to meet mine. “Set her free so I can make her mine on her terms. Please.”
I had never begged in a boardroom. I never would. But for Wren, I would do just about anything.
“Please, Ehler. Let me love my wife the way she deserves.”
The big man sighed, one meaty fist moving the papers closer to himself.
“So, you’re saying Ehlers Co. returns to me. Wren returns to me. Where does that leave you?”
I raised my chin. “I may have been born to this company, to this position, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to fight for myself. And Wren, she’s worth fighting for.”
Ehler nodded slowly, his face still somber. Incredibly, he reached for the ink pen on his desk. “I think you’re an idiot, you know.”
“I know.”
“But as for Wren being worth fighting for? That much we can both agree on.”
He twirled the pen between us, pointedly glancing at the other folder in my hand. “I’m guessing you have something else for me to sign, then. As soon as I rip this up?”
“Just something for you to consider.”
“And that is?”
“A business plan, drawn up by my desk people. They looked into your employees, your forecasted work, marketing changes, the works. You might have wanted to be a part of Thanes. But with this in hand—” I tossed the document to him “—you don’t need to be.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Because Wren loves you. And she loves this family.” I straightened my shoulders. “That makes you a part of mine too.”
He gave me a look that said, For now. But I didn’t bother to correct him. I didn’t bother trying to explain. Because I could barely explain it to myself. In a little over two weeks, I went from horrified that I was married, to wanting her by my side, always.
But by her own fucking decisions.
And I didn't have time to consider what would happen if she didn't want me.
I would be crushed. But I would’ve done the right thing.
Ehlers stood, ran a hand through his beard. “You’re a better man than I gave you credit for.”
A chuckle slipped out before I could stop that. “That’s the first time I’ve heard that one.”
“It won’t be the last.”
I reached for his hand, and without hesitation, he took it, shaking it once before he released me to pick up the original contract. With a smile, he cleanly ripped it in half.
I watched those shredded pieces of paper slip to the ground and found a smile tugging at my lips as well.
“Come, boy. Let’s celebrate your loss.” Ehlers moved around the desk to clap a large hand over my shoulders.
I raised a hand, halting him with another smile. “I think you mean my gain.”
Deep, rich laughter filled the room. “Bridget? Bridget, get in here. I need my scotch, the good one.”
A petite figure, her dark curls pinned back and wide brown eyes curious, entered the room. “The good scotch?”
Instead of stopping, she went all the way to Ehlers and allowed him to tuck her in under his arm. “Yes, Mr. Thanes and I are celebrating.”
I found myself at the receiving end of a glare from this tiny woman. I blinked at her, surprised.
“Grandfather, you’re telling me this is Wren’s new husband?”
“Easy, Bridget, he’s a good man.”
She strained against her grandfather’s grip. “Is he? How would we even know? I haven’t seen her in weeks.”
“She’s at my ranch, perfectly healthy.”
Her narrowed eyes told me she believed nothing. I shrugged, surprised at the intensity in such a small package. “You’re welcome to come visit anytime.”
“Anytime?”
I nodded, and she seemed to take a breather, pretty face calming as she gazed back up into her grandfather’s face. “And to be clear, no scotch for you. There’s a reason Grandma left me in charge of them.”
Ehlers grunted, and before he could retort again, Bridget pulled away.
“It was nice to meet you.”
I got no such response, which made Ehlers laugh all the harder. “Don’t take it personal. She’s a tough cookie under the sweet exterior.”
“I can see that.”
Ehlers nodded to me. “I hope you’re right about this, Loren. I could like you, I think.”
My fingers twitched for the phone in my pocket. I was dying to call my pilot, to have him come around to get me right this minute. But I couldn’t ruin this new start.
“Now get out of here. You’re making me nervous standing there. Especially with no scotch.”
Thank fuck. It was time to go home.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
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I told myself I could wait. 
I was a patient woman.
Or at least I was. Before today, this moment, holding this freaking pregnancy test in my hand like it was a loaded weapon.
Loren’s helicopter had gotten grounded a few hours away, due to high winds, and the weather here was only getting worse. I knew Erik had been in and out a few times, and I was sure he was under orders from Loren to watch out for me. I’d gotten used to his brooding walkabouts in the past two weeks and was glad he was close.
I’d seen plenty of big storms, but this one was shaping up to be a doozy, and I hated facing it alone.
And I so desperately wanted to test. I wasn’t late, but according to everything online, I would be able to know today if Loren and I had been successful. If we were expecting.
It was stupid to be so excited, to be so hopeful. But I wouldn’t stop myself from imagining being able to tell Loren I was pregnant. That the stupid contract hanging above our heads was gone.
Plus, I had to pee really, really freaking bad.
With an awkward dance, I made my way down the hall, relieved to see my hulking brother-in-law sitting at the kitchen bar.
“Wren?” Erik asked as he turned, dark gaze lightening ever so slightly as I approached. I was in one of Loren’s hoodies, and while the length was perfect, it billowed around my frame.
“Hey, any updates?”
Erik’s face changed immediately, and I braced myself for whatever news he might have for me.
“Nothing yet. He was driving from Bismarck. It’ll be a few hours, and this rain is slowing everything down.”
I rubbed my arms, willing some feeling back into them. I wasn’t sure why I was so on edge, but my skin still tingled as I made my way around the kitchen island, where I could pretend that my bladder wasn’t screaming.
“I know. I’m just dying for him to be back.”
Erik chuckled, surprising me, and it looked like it surprised him as well, by the way his eyebrows shot up.
“Did you just laugh at me?”
“You just keep surprising me.”
“People can do that you know, if you let them in.”
Erik cocked his head and then nodded, but the gesture was resigned. I smiled gently at him. He stood, moving to the window, where he seemed to gaze out into the gray-clouded sky and sheets of rain.
“Just take the test, Wren. He won’t be mad.”
I squeaked in surprise. “What did you say?”
He didn’t turn but shrugged those massive shoulders. “He’s my brother. You’re my…”—he seemed to hesitate but pushed through—“…my family too. I want you to be happy. I know how badly you both want this.”
Something in the way his voice broke made me wonder how much he knew and perhaps how much he himself wanted.
“Erik—” I started, but he cut me off with an exasperated look.
“Take it, Wren. Before you pee your pants.”
Letting out a peal of laughter, I flew down the hall, straight into my bathroom, where I tried to be as dignified as possible as I peed in the tiny cup provided with the test. Then with a flourish, I dropped the test in, counted the allotted seconds, and then tucked it securely back into the strip to marinate.
Then I giggled at the thought of marinating. I was nearly manic now, my blood rushing through my body, making me light-headed and awkward as I pulled up my underwear.
And then I froze.
Because there was blood.
And it turned out I wasn’t late at all.
I didn’t bother stifling the cry that slipped from my mouth. It had been stupid to get excited and hopeful. I knew that. Just like I knew we had time, if only a little, to get pregnant.
I didn’t realize how loud I must’ve been. Or maybe it was because Erik was taking his job of watching over me very, very seriously. But regardless, I didn’t bother stopping the door as Loren’s brother swept into the bathroom, took in my position curled prone on the tile floor, and easily swept me up.
I groaned. “Leave me alone, Erik.”
He snorted, shifting me in his arms only a little as we moved to the bed. Somewhat awkwardly, he attempted to put me down without touching anything sensitive. If I hadn’t been too busy sobbing, I might’ve laughed at the attempts of this giant of a man trying so hard not to touch anything his brother would consider problematic.
But I was too busy. Tears streaked my face as he moved my legs under the comforter, tucking the blankets around me. All that eager, silly happiness from earlier was gone, and I curled in on myself as Erik left the room.
After some time, I must’ve dozed, because I woke up surrounded by a variety of strange things. The first was a box of tampons. Then alongside it, a bag of sour cream potato chips, a bag of Hersey’s Kisses, and a Post-it note. In clear, precise letters, Erik had written: ETA 10:45.
Adrenaline swooped back into my system, chasing away the lingering fogginess from the tear-induced nap. Relief warred with the disappointment still churning my gut. My phone, which was conveniently charging on the nightstand beside me, said that I had only a few minutes until he would be home.
And I would have to tell him.
Shit. Cue more tears. But this time I was smart enough to muffle my tears against my pillow. I didn’t want Erik to come back in. Him seeing me a complete mess on the floor was enough. I didn’t need to scar him even more than he was already.
I’d only just resettled back in bed when I heard the quick steps of who I knew had to be Loren. And for a moment, I fought the urge to make a run for it. Run where? I didn’t know. But seeing him, facing this, was suddenly so painful.
I gathered as much of my courage as possible and put a smile on my face, Loren’s silver hair was so bright in the darkened room. “Loren,” I greeted him nervously.
But I shouldn’t had worried. Loren strode across the space, immediately curling around my body so that he could shift me over on the bed and wrap me even closer.
In one moment, every bit of nerves drained from me as my husband’s heartbeat thumped against my chest, his lips at my ear and his body curled around mine.
I sighed. “Erik told you.”
Loren’s voice was low and rumbling. “He did.”
“He brought me treats.”
A little breathy laugh moved the hair by my ear. “He did.”
I swallowed, trying to squeeze the final question out of my throat before it burned me alive. “You’re mad at me?”
Loren’s hands tightened where he held me. “Only if you’re mad at me. It’s a two-person kind of ordeal.”
Impossibly, I chuckled. “I’m not mad at you. I could never be mad at you.”
Loren nuzzled my neck. “You are everything I’ve ever wanted and didn’t know I could have, wife.”
Warmth, and not just from his body, swept through me. “I missed you.”
“I’m sorry to have left you. I had to get something done.”
Something in his voice made me turn my head. “What was it?”
For a moment there was nothing but the sound of rain on the windows as I waited. “Loren?”
“I met with your grandfather to tear up our contract.”
Fear, sharp and tangy, filled my mouth. “What? Do you not want this?”
Firm, insistent hands rolled me to my back, and I found myself staring up into my husband’s beautiful, dear face. “No, it’s because of how badly I want this. Of how badly I want you, Wren.”
“I don’t understand.” A single tear slipped out, trying to escape down my cheek before his thumb brushed it away.
Loren was so serious, so focused on my face. “Wren, I know you didn’t have a choice in this. I know you came here because you had to. But I want you to stay because you want to. Because you want to build a life here with me.”
His hand floated over my body, brushing carefully over my belly. “I want to have babies and make memories here. With you, forever.”
My body shook, surprise and joy making me quake underneath him. “I’m free?”
“To choose whatever you like.”
A few weeks ago, I would’ve been out that front door, buying a plane ticket out of here as quickly as I could.
But I had never felt like this before. I belonged here. I wanted to learn to ride horses again. I wanted to eat fresh brownies in the middle of the night. I wanted to make beautiful, tall babies with this man. I wanted to raise them here, to know what love and courage looked like. And how power could be wielded in good ways.
“And if I want to stay here?” I swallowed. “With you?”
His lips curled, gaze soft on mine. “Then I will worship you every day for the rest of my life.”
I wrapped my arms around him, my body still shivering at the intensity in his gaze. “I want to stay, Loren. I want to stay with you, forever.”
He kissed me, his mouth so very delicate against my lips. “Thank God.”
For a long moment, there was just those heavenly soft kisses, sweeping me away, holding me, comforting me, loving me.
“I love you, Wren. So very much.”
I couldn’t stop the grin that took over my face by storm. “I love you too, husband.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

LOREN
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She loved me. And not because of some stupid fucking contract. She loved me, and she was choosing me. It felt fucking perfect. And while I was disappointed that we didn’t get pregnant our first round, there wasn’t a single thing I would change about our time together. 
Perhaps it had to happen like this. She had to be sent here, because God knew I never would’ve met her on my own. And maybe I had to drive her just crazy enough to make her realize that she belonged here.
Whatever it was, I was walking on air as I slipped out to the restroom to get cleaned up as Wren dozed. There, lying on the counter, was the test, nearly wrapped up just as she left it in the face of her disappointment.
I stared at it, something in my gut clamoring for attention as I watched. I tilted my head. Wren said she wasn’t bleeding very much at all and the pain wasn’t bad. She was just tired. I reached for the wrapper, heart pounding in my throat as I did.
It couldn’t be, I mused, holding my breath for a moment as indecision pulled at my chest. Then with a snap, I ripped the rest out of its packaging.
Staring back up at me from its plastic container was a little white oval window and two utterly perfect dark-pink lines.
Two.
I stared from the window to the little explanation on the test and back again. Two lines meant pregnant.
My stomach fell through my body, making my skin turn cold as I stood there, waiting for reality to shift or for something to be wrong.
But it didn’t. And a full minute later, I found another emotion spreading through my body.
Joy.
It blazed a burning trail from my suddenly over full heart and straight to my eyes, falling in tears down my cheeks.
Because my Wren was pregnant. And I could barely stand the perfection of the moment. With a deep breath, I moved back into the bedroom, where Wren was curled in the middle of the bed, scrolling through her phone.
I climbed onto my side of the bed. “Wren, baby, look at me.”
Lovely blue eyes, still a little red, met mine in curiosity, and then she rolled onto her back to look up at me. “Loren, what’s going on?”
I leaned down, pressing my hoodie up and exposing the smooth lines of her belly to my eyes. I didn’t stop myself from brushing a soft kiss against that belly just then. The thought of my baby in there, growing safely, surrounded by love, made my heart kick painfully in my chest.
I breathed against the softness of her belly again. “Hello, sweetheart.” My voice was thick.
“Loren, what are you—”
Her voice died as I reached into my pocket and slowly brought out the test.
She took it, face full of shock and wonder. “But how?”
“Plenty of women have a little bleeding those first few weeks. I think we should get you to the doctor soon, but princess, you’re pregnant.”
Wren’s brilliant eyes filled with tears, and the hand not holding the test slipped down to cover her bare stomach. “I’m pregnant. We’re having a baby!”
With a laugh of joy, I slid down the bed again, laying my face just at her ribcage so that my hand could rest against her hip bone. I stoked the skin there, happiness I never thought I would find sweeping over me and holding me tight.
I was home, truly home now, and it had never felt better.
THE END
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Melody was expecting a sunny summer of laying by the pool and hanging out with friends before starting college in the fall. Little did this Beta know that when the two hulking, sexy, and older Alphas moved in next door, they would trigger her dormant Omega response to perfume. Now, Melody is consumed with fantasies of being marked, claimed, and bred by these powerful males. With only days until her heat takes over, she’s following her instincts to make her new dreams come true. She has no doubt these Alphas are hers, and she’ll do whatever it takes to convince them. But Melody is about to find out Ryder and Cody have been making plans of their own. They’ve been entranced by the beautiful blonde Beta next door, going out of their minds to claim her, never taking their eyes off their forbidden little song bird, Beta or not. However, the moment they scent her sweet Omega perfume, it’s time to sate all of their desires and make her theirs forever.      
The Omega Next Door is set in the A Step Between Realms universe on the human side of the magical wall. These new characters are werewolf shifters with Alpha, Beta, and Omega designations. This is a sweet omegaverse novella, meaning the Alphas care for and love the Omega, putting her needs, pleasure, and consent, before their own primal instincts. This doesn’t mean they are perfect. They have filthy mouths, tend to be voyeuristic, love to praise, and want to breed. 






CHAPTER ONE

MELODY
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Two weeks ago, my life changed. I was already different because of being a werewolf, but thanks to my Beta status like Mom, I was as close to a human as it got. My dad’s a human, for fuck’s sake. I was thoroughly content being ordinary.     
The last thing I expected was the effect of my two new, hot-as-sin Alpha neighbors moving in. Goddess, I had planned a summer of laying by the pool and spending time with my friends before we all separated for college in the fall. My college wasn’t that far away, only a couple of hours, but I was going to soak up the awfulness of dorm life like everyone else. I was anxious to meet new people and find a male that set my heart on fire. The boys at my high school sucked. I dated quite a few, school dances had been fun, but there was no one that I ever wanted to be with long-term. Which is how in spite of my wolfy hormones, I’d managed to keep my virginity; not that it mattered to anyone, and my vibrators totally didn’t count. 
I loved to sing. The plan was to sing my heart out in college for my scholarship so I could teach others. I loved every moment I spent in my high school choir and even music theory and history. My parents would playfully complain that I drove them insane when I got a melody in my head and wouldn’t let it go until I had words to match. Mom said the fates must have whispered my name to them. Thanks to my Beta status, I didn’t even have to teach in an all-wolf academy. But life as an Omega, now that would be different. Omegas were soft, sweet, and ruled by their bodies. They crave the purr of their Alphas, they have an insatiable sexual need during their heats, but most of all, they wanted pups. Omegas needed to be bred.  
And a week after Ryder and Cody moved in, I wanted to be taken, sated, knotted, marked, and bred. Tonight was the night. All the naughty teasing I’d tortured my Alphas with was going to come to a head. I was ready, and from the way we all came last night in front of the window, I’d say they were ready to fuck this oncoming heat straight out of me. 
These two Alphas were going to ruin me, and I’d never been so excited.
[image: image-placeholder]I was beyond grateful Mom had already left for her two-week girl’s trip. She was sightseeing all the major sites of the Revolutionary War. Apparently, history teachers yearned to do boring things during their time off. It also included a three-day stay in NYC to see Hamilton. Now, I was jealous about missing that. With my passion for music, why I had not seen a Broadway show yet was unfathomable. As excited as Mom was, there was no way Dad would interrupt her tonight, even if he thought he should call her.
“No, Dad, please don’t call and worry her with my little illness. It's a summer cold. They happen. Let her enjoy her vacation with her friends. It’s the first time since I was born that you two are indulging in some fun! You are the best parents and deserve it. I know you’ve been dying to go fishing with Uncle Jimmy. I’m a few months from nineteen and starting college in the fall. It’s just a little head cold,” I pretended to cough, “I can take care of myself for a week.” I hated lying to him, but it was for his own good. He didn't need to know that a week after Mom left, two crazed, sexually frustrated Alphas did their Voodoo, causing me to present as an Omega. 
I went to an all-wolves academy growing up since you could present as an Alpha or Omega at any point after sixteen. Usually, in middle school, we started to get an idea of who would be what. Most Alphas grew taller and more muscular earlier than their peers, while the Omegas were the opposite. They were usually shy, and quiet, yet surrounded by a mysterious and alluring presence. It occasionally induced some jealousy in adolescence, but once the self-hatred of puberty cooled, we mostly came to the understanding that everyone had a place in our world, and with biology, none of us had a choice. There was no point in hating on the others because, who knows, maybe they secretly wished to live unnoticed among humans and have a normal life.  
With all those thoughts of righteousness floating around in my head, I was now sympathizing with Omegas, who had years of heats on me. I was trying to hide how much pain I was suffering. It was like my uterus was trying to crawl out, and my clit was going to explode if not tended to. I  knew what I needed to make the pain go away. And that’s why I needed Dad to go away. 
If Mom had not left when she did, my ass would be at the Omega Center, with hand-picked Alphas who were trained in helping along a first heat. But thankfully, Mom wasn’t here, and I was going to fuck our neighbors. I started laughing giddily at the idea of all the deliciously filthy things those two—no doubt experienced—males were going to do to me, and by all the gods in all the realms, I was going to enjoy every blessed second of it. I only had to figure out how I was going to keep them after. We had yet to be close enough for a true scenting, we’d never touched, and besides moans and growls, we’d never even talked. But I knew they belonged to me. I wanted them to belong to me. I had no other explanation than a gut feeling.   
Dad was an easy-going, human accountant. When he met Mom, he had no idea there was magic in the world. Alphas, Betas, Omegas, and werewolves were not a blip on his radar. His lack of knowledge was pretty common. Though according to Mom, he took it all well. They got married and bought a house in the suburbs. Since it was extremely rare for a Beta to have a fated mate, Mom had no hesitation about loving Dad and creating a life together. 
He looked worried as he felt my forehead and took in my flushed cheeks, the only part of my body visible under my mountain of blankets, as I grabbed at my stomach. “Are you sure it’s just a cold? Your mom mentioned some female wolf stuff that can happen, but that’s for Omegas, and she told me you both were Betas.” His mixture of concern and confusion was evident in his facial expression and how he kept adjusting and cleaning his glasses with his polo shirt. For a dad, he didn’t look that old, his dark hair had a little gray at the temples, and there were lines around his eyes, but I’m pretty sure it was from all the smiling. Poor Dad avoided anything that was sex or hormone related. He never talked about periods but always had my supplies and favorite foods ready to go when it was due. There was no way he was going to discuss a heat cycle. I was his little princess… and that’s why he couldn’t know the very bad thing I would do as soon as he left.
It was my own fault that this came on as quickly as it did. Most adult Omegas perfume and a couple of months later, have their heat cycle. Yet, I’d always heard that fated mates and frenzied sexual activity could encourage the process along, and all the orgasms I’d had recently was a clear explanation. I’m sure the pheromones I lapped up last night like a bitch in heat made me an actual bitch in heat this afternoon. All hope was lost if I couldn’t hold onto my sense of humor.   
I’d noticed plenty of good-looking wolves in my life. The star quarterback, my date to Homecoming and Prom, was all muscles with a smooth-talking voice, but not even he could drench my panties the way these two strangers did. I’d been lusting after our neighbors since I spotted them shirtless, tanned, glistening with sweaty muscles, moving boxes into their house next door. I wanted to kick open my car door and lick every drop. I longed to know what they tasted like. My inner ho was running the show since they showed up, and I liked her. 
That first day, I sat in front of the open garage in my car for an inappropriate amount of time as I gawked from the driveway. It caught the attention of the classically rugged, tall, dark, and handsome one. He met my gaze and winked before going about his business. I swear he strutted as he worked. The other Alpha, who looked like a sunny, surfer blond soaked in sweat, set down his box and waved with a smile. He seemed friendly and started to move in my direction. Like a complete loser, I smashed the gas pedal, nearly hit the garage wall, and quickly scurried inside the house. The last thing I wanted to do was hide from them. If I had any lady balls, I would have walked into the kitchen, grabbed a couple of glasses of lemonade, and chatted them up. I could have found out their names and everything else about them.  
Our neighborhood was full of identical houses. We all had traditional two-story brick homes in this subdivision: three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a kitchen, dining, den, and backyards with inground swimming pools. The only thing that made them special was what was in the back, or more accurately, what wasn’t. No fences. The HOA, Home Owner’s Association, headed by the nosiest woman on the planet, didn’t like them. She said our subdivision held no secrets, and as her late husband founded and built this place, his legacy of beautiful open landscapes would be upheld. Goddess, that woman had no idea all the shady shit people did in her pristine little world, including her dear late husband who was getting it on with Widow Spencer three doors down.
Blinds are a magical invention. I suppose I should thank that old bat; I never knew I’d be so grateful for the stupid rules about manicured lawns and open spaces. It’s how I got to see my Alphas, Cody and Ryder, so often in various states of undress. Also, how I got caught in a state of undress. Uh, I keep having to remind myself, technically, they aren’t my Alphas yet. But come hell or high water, I’d find out tonight. 
Despite never meeting them, except for awkward waving in passing, I knew their names because my parents were neighborly and nosy and brought them a casserole and cake as a welcome two weeks ago. Mom explained that Cody Miller and Ryder Harris were an Alpha pack who had recently moved to our area to work for one of the top security firms in our state. 
She couldn’t believe that two wolves had moved into the neighborhood, and she was even more shocked that they were unmated Alphas. It had been a long time since she had been around spirit-bonded Alphas; it’s like a fated mate for warriors. Your spirit-bonded brother was your best friend, who you had zero desire to fuck. 
She confessed to me that she had the urge to bow in respect but fought it and then warned me to stay away from them. “They might seem kind and gentle, but never forget Melody, they are Alphas. One growl, and you’ll want to please them.” 
Oh boy, was she right, but I don’t think it was because they were Alphas. I felt a connection and pull unlike any other. I’m glad none of my high school boyfriends made me feel this way, or else I wouldn’t have saved myself for my mates. Wolves didn’t value purity, but I knew any mate, especially an Alpha, would feel satisfied that no one had ever touched what they knew was theirs. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t be able to feel that untouched ownership. As sexy and, yes, old as those two were, I bet they bedded countless numbers. Grrrrrrr. Oh fuck, I growled out loud. I’m sure Dad didn’t miss that.




CHAPTER TWO

MELODY
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“Melody, are you alright?” Dad’s voice brought me back from the thoughts that had me growling, 
“Yeah, just fine. Sorry. I have a headache and got distracted.” I turned my eyes to him, but the light in my room was hurting my senses. I needed him gone.
“Ok. I thought I heard something, but it was probably nothing. Well, I’ll turn out the light and let you rest. If you feel worse, give me a call. I’ll only be a few hours away.”
“Thanks, Dad, love you. Have fun with Uncle Jimmy.”
“Will do, princess. Take care of yourself. I’ll be sure to bring some food.” Just as he was about to shut the door and leave me in the darkness I craved, he popped his head back in. “By the way, I talked to the neighbors earlier. Cody and Ryder are super nice and take good care of that house. They’ve been doing all kinds of remodeling.” My heart sank. Did either of them tell on me? Considering how calm Dad was, I didn’t think so. “Since they are like you and your mother, I told them you weren’t feeling well and would be home alone this week. With the whole wolf code and honor, I felt good telling them. They told me not to worry and that they would be sure to take care of you if you needed anything. I’m surprised how much better I feel knowing that some extra eyes will be on you.”
Gods, he has no idea what else I hope they’d have on me or in me. Now I had to wait until he was gone, and too far to turn back if something was left behind.
After Dad shut the door, I laid in bed waiting for him to leave. Every second went by so freaking slow. I had parents that were involved in my life and cared deeply about my well-being and happiness. We did most things together as a little unit. That's why the events of last week were so unusual. My mind drifted to what kicked my Omega journey into overdrive. 
[image: image-placeholder]A week ago, Mom left for vacation, and I had the house to myself while Dad had dinner with friends from work. 
I want to say I was innocently trying to escape the long hot days of summer by going for an evening swim. When in reality, I hoped I’d catch a glimpse of the Alphas next door. If I busted them swimming naked, I might have died and gone straight to heaven, or hell for being pervy. I dressed to impress to ensure a good time if they were out there. I had my tiniest red bikini on, which exaggerated my pale skin, my long, icy blonde hair was down and loose, which was completely impractical for swimming. I am confident the event outside the damn swimming pool made me perfume.
Half naked, I was ready with my hand on the glass sliding door downstairs, to go out for a nighttime swim. My plans changed the moment I saw their pool water splashing. I couldn’t move, just stared, but I had nothing to worry about in the dark. Cody’s light blonde hair was soaked dark by the water as he swam. I was mesmerized by the cords of muscles that rippled with every stroke. I was fixated and caught off guard when he stood waist-deep in the water, pushing the shaggy locks out of his face with one motion of his big hand. He was facing his house, laughing, so relaxed and handsome.
Another of their outdoor lights flicked on, illuminating their backyard and swimming pool even better. I saw the shadow before the Alpha. When my dark-haired Ryder walked into sight, my jaw dropped. They both could have passed for gladiators or some Roman warriors. It's funny when you get what you want and can’t react, because he was completely naked. Sweet heavens. I had no idea an ass could be so thick and muscular. I wanted those bronze thighs to pin me down as he fucked me. 
Then oh gods, his cock. Even soft, it was a monster, thick and long. I wanted him hard to see if it was true that Alphas had nearly ten inches and a knot that could make a female scream in pleasure. Or in pain if she wasn’t an Omega or a trained Beta. I cracked the door just a bit to get a better look. The den was dark, and so was our backyard. I’d yet to turn on the lights. I was safely invisible and a creeper. 
Cody’s body was fully displayed as the water dripped off of him on the way to talk to his friend. He wasn’t as large as Ryder. He was over 6"2' and muscular, but his muscles looked like he trained in a gym, whereas Ryder looked like a brute who did hard manual labor. Both could kill with ease. Mom never got what their exact job at the security firm was, but my imagination ran with it. Staring at their perfect naked bodies in the dark, I felt my pussy drip and pulse. My mouth watered in excitement as my nose inhaled to try and catch their scent. I envisioned Ryder licking my pussy until I couldn’t take it, and then roughly driving his cock into my body, biting me as he claimed me, filling me with his seed.
I imagined Cody as the gentle one, licking and caressing my nipples and skin as his fingers moved in and out of my pussy, readying me to take his thick, knotted cock. After he had me drenched and coming, he would be so tender as he slowly sank into me inch by inch. He’d hold me tight as we were locked together, careful not to let a drop of his cum slip out. What drove me insane was that each dream ended with me covered in cum with a swollen belly. I was almost nineteen and these two had me dreaming about babies and pregnancy. Not normal Beta behavior. 
In the fantasy, each Alpha gently felt for signs of their child growing inside me. I’d wake up with one hand on my stomach and another on my clit. There was no doubt these two males affected me. Before they moved in, I rarely pleasured myself, I’d crushed on guys, but none of them made me want to writhe and moan. I found it getting difficult to keep from getting myself off. Hell, I think I came five times yesterday. I knew something inside me was changing.    
As I watched the two, I didn’t think as I slipped my hand into my bottoms, tracing down my soaking wet seam. My finger immediately found my swollen little clit, already pulsing with need. I was such a deviant watching these two males and touching myself. Ever since that first night after I saw them, I’d had nothing but vivid dreams of them taking my body and using it for their pleasure and mine. My subconscious was team Ryder and Cody and, apparently, also a hussy. 
My body wanted to be closer to them as I felt the fluttering of my inner walls begin. I took a little step forward though still not out the door. My fingers swirled my wetness around, bringing me closer to climax. I could hear their deep voices in conversation, though not their exact words, even with my wolf senses. I got greedy. With my fist in my mouth to stifle my moans, I took a step forward, and that’s when it all went to shit.
I tripped the sensor, and our floodlight came on. Suddenly I was met with two beautifully hungry sets of eyes that took in every inch of my body, including my hand buried underneath my red bikini. I wanted to turn and run, but my hand fell to my side as my mouth widened into a little O shape so close to coming. That’s when I heard the deep rumbling growls escape their chests. 
Oh, gods. I couldn’t stop myself, my thumb kept stroking my clit, and seconds after their roars, I detonated. The orgasm hit me so hard that I nearly crumpled to the ground. They moved. Their quick steps thudded into the earth as they each released distinctive growls. Unlike before, their cocks were growing hard and bobbing. Double shit. They were going to call my bluff. I’d just teased the hell out of them, and even as a Beta, they could smell the arousal that soaked my fingers the closer they moved to me. 
Without thinking, I stepped back, slammed the sliding door shut, and ran to my room to hide under the covers. As if a blanket could save me if those two monstrous Alphas wanted me. I’d all but said come fuck me. I held my breath, trying not to make a sound as I waited for the pounding at the door, or the sound of glass shattering, anything to indicate my Alphas would come to get me. Take what they were owed for my little performance. But they weren’t my Alphas. That night I blamed my actions on being a silly hormonal Beta getting a hit off Alpha pheremones. Or I was supposed to be a Beta, but seeing how they affected me, I wasn’t sure. Minutes or an hour passed, and nothing happened. When I heard the front door open and Dad calling out, I flew out of bed. I threw on some pjs over my bikini that was still on and pulled my long blonde tresses into a messy bun. I had to act normal as I went down the stairs to the kitchen.
“Hey princess, sorry I’m late, dinner with my co-workers lasted longer than I expected. But I got you chicken alfredo take out.” Dad was in a good mood as he emptied the containers on a plate for me.
“That’s ok. I was just piddling around the house. Resting my voice from practicing earlier. About to settle in and watch a movie after my shower.”
“Well then, I had perfect timing. You can eat and relax.” The dinner was terrific. I’d had the same meal from Florentino's before, but it tasted extra delicious. Each flavor was distinct, and I was starving. As I scarfed down the food, he told me about his new co-worker. He stayed while I ate and pulled out a slice of cheesecake for himself. When I frowned, he pulled another for me. “Hmm, I wonder if they changed the recipe?”
“What do you mean?” I took a bite. “It tastes the same, maybe just a little sweeter.”
“Maybe. Or have you been baking? It smells like snickerdoodle cookies.” He sniffed the air and went to the oven to see if any cookies were hiding. He had a sweet tooth just like me.
I was confused because I smelled it too. As I brought the fork to my lips, I smelled it again—on my wrist. I smelled like cookies. I pressed my fingers to my throat where Omega’s scent glands were strongest. Holy shit. I perfumed. Humans typically didn’t notice, but if my dad smelled it, it had to be strong. I looked around the kitchen for my saving grace. I went over to the breakfast nook and picked up a candle. “Here is the culprit. Vanilla and cinnamon candle.”
He laughed. “Oh well, I suppose it was wishful thinking.”
With that, I excused myself, “I’m going to shower and settle in with a book. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, princess.”
The responsible action would have been registering at the nearest Omega Center the moment I perfumed. However, I was going to be a selfish princess, and there were only two males I wanted, even though we’d yet to meet. That night I closed my curtains just in case. I knew I had gone too far and now I was perfuming. I wanted them to know, but if my scent did nothing to them, then the dream was over.  
That night, I clearly didn’t learn my lesson because, after that, I went back to leaving my curtains open for the rest of the week, trying to catch a peak at the two gorgeous Alphas that made my core drip. It didn’t help that my room directly faced their house and straight into Ryder’s masculine bedroom. Compared to mine, it was sparse. I had soft shades of purple, rugs, bookcases overflowing with all genres, a keyboard to sing along with, my dad’s old record player that I commandeered, and of course, my vintage Dolly Parton poster. His was hunter green walls, a big plaid comforter on the bed, and a tv mounted on the wall. It didn’t give me much and made me wonder what his life was like with a room so plain. It was like he was waiting for his life to begin. Or he hadn’t unpacked, but I didn’t think that was the case.  
They spent most of the week at work, like most adults. During the day I’d go out with my friends, did some secret shopping, kept finding amazing deals on items I didn’t think I needed like more blankets, pillows, and adorable plushies, and continued to sing. I was stuck on a piece before they moved in, and now the words and music flowed. I had my windows open and embraced the outdoors when I knew no one would catch my scent. I spent hours on my keyboard and setting up my recording equipment. This song felt special. I was going to keep it a secret until the first talent concert in the fall. I wasn’t afraid that I’d forget the words or melody, and I didn’t want anyone to hear it, not until they did. Cody and Ryder were inspiring me in new ways that were exciting, and I loved it. Not all of the changes were sexual, I felt more. Emotions and thoughts ran stronger and more freely. 
[image: image-placeholder]Coming back into my present condition of snuggling my pillow to my cramping abdomen and waiting for Dad to leave, I thought again about that deliciously dirty Alpha who knew my room was across from his. It was completely his fault that I started showing signs of my heat cycle today. But then again, last night, my curtains were wide open as I sat on my bed watching tv and playing on my computer. I was checking on my order from a particular wolf-centered sex shop that was thankfully supposed to arrive tomorrow just after my dad left town. 
I couldn’t believe the one time I was minding my own business, a burst of light caught my attention as Ryder stood before his usually closed curtain. We locked eyes as he gave me a wicked half-smile. I bit my lip, he licked his, and then he blew my mind… I knew then with all certainty they were my mates.  




CHAPTER THREE

RYDER

[image: image-placeholder]

It’s been two weeks of tortuous hell living next door to that little Omega cocktease. Melody, my little bird. I’m dying to make her red berry lips sing as I pound her sweet dripping cunt and fill it with my seed. Unlike Cody, I wasn’t subtle or naturally romantic around females. I told them if I desired to see them on all fours begging for my cock. They always had a choice, but all were eager to obey my commanding request.  
The issue that came up most often was they wanted more. Our relationships, if you wanted to call them that, were for as long as a work assignment. We were upfront that we would wait for our fated mate. We both believed she was in the world, and at the right moment, we’d find her. Though it was never voiced out loud, both of us needed a female who could take our knots to be fully satisfied. At twenty-six, I’d yet to be with a female that could take it. Most Omegas were snatched up quickly. I’d never heard of one leaving the Omega Scenting alone, and Betas that had trained their body for a knot were usually in a long-term committed relationship. Instead, my knot would wait outside a female’s opening, denied the hot, wet, vice-like grip of the pussy it longed to plunge into. 
As my sister Rachel often said in jest, we were complete Alpha Manwhores, who never caught feels. At sixteen, she saw herself as the wise one in our family. She was also fairly pissed that she looked like an Omega with her petite stature, warm smile, and love of soft fluffy things. She blamed all the stuffed animals and pillows in her room as being popular design elements, she practiced scowling to look more intimidating, but it didn’t help. “I want to protect and catch bad guys like you and our dads. I can’t do that if I become a pampered, useless, need-to-breed Omega.” She said that last part quietly since Mom and our older sisters were Omegas. 
The last time I was home, she was fuming. “Mom and Dads, if I perfume, I’m getting suppressants.” A fight broke out. Our family consisted of our doting, loving mom, three fiercely protective Alpha dads, my older sisters Jessica and Janice, who had Alpha packs of their own, and our unexpected youngest twin siblings, Aaron and Amanda, who were eight. 
Growing up in a huge, loving family only increased my desire to create one of my own, even if I didn’t act it with the females I’d slept with. I wanted to be on Rachel’s side. Still, I knew the meds only bought an Omega a week of time against her heat, like if an Omega was, for some reason, out of reach of her mated Alphas and her cycle had an unexpected shift. It normally didn’t happen. Suppressants were a short-term solution with bad side effects that doctors would rarely prescribe. Omegas were too few and precious in our world.        
Minus family dynamics, I was a dominant personality in all other areas of my life. My new work position had me supervising a small group of wolf bodyguards. Cody moved into the group as my second in charge, but we operated as equals. We were in a company where we could move up as we matured in experience.  
Humans didn’t always understand the bond or Alpha dynamics, but every wolf knew a command from either of us was law. Before moving into our roles, we used to freelance and protect those who could afford our services. We stuck to human clients for our sanity and to avoid a possible perfuming Omega. We had a rule, no jobs with unmated females. It didn’t matter how someone begged us to guard their innocent, perfect baby girl or future bride. We firmly declined. Cody and I knew our limits; if a beautiful, unclaimed, unmated, mature female wanted us, we wouldn't turn them down, which would make for bad business. 
Two weeks ago, I caught the gorgeous little blonde sitting in her car, watching as we moved boxes. She bit her bottom lip and looked on hungrily as Cody and I worked. She was sexy and didn’t know it, my favorite kind of female. I flirted with her to test the waters, and she nearly crashed her car. I barked out a laugh the moment I heard all her doors slam shut. She would be a challenge, though one I wasn’t sure I should accept. She was our neighbor and, from what I could tell, a Beta. But there was something special about her. Cody mentioned her that night as we swam. “I know. She’s gorgeous. The intensity of her face while she worked on her keyboard was captivating. I could watch her for hours.” he commented. 
“How did you see that?” I already knew the answer but wanted him to admit it. 
He swallowed and looked guilty. “While you were working out, I sat on your bed and watched her. She was so lost in the music that she didn’t notice me, and her voice…” He shut his eyes replaying the moment, “Was more beautiful than any songbird. She’s talented, passionate, and intelligent. I could see her drawing notes and writing lyrics.  She has adoring parents and you can tell she has a heart full of love. She’s perfect.” 
Fucking Cody. He was already in love with her. Yet there wasn’t a single thing I could disagree with, because when I entered my room after him—It wreaked of Alpha lust and pheromones, which pissed me off—I was caught in a trance as I watched her do the same thing.
“She’s almost perfect.” I sighed. 
“I know. She’s a Beta.” My spirit brother was melancholy over that one fact, and shockingly so was I. That first week was difficult as we tried to ignore the happy, family-loving Beta next door, whose parents aptly named her Melody.   
One week ago, all our plans and good intentions went to shit. There was no denying the secret attraction both Cody and I were harboring for the girl next door. We both felt ashamed by our unabashed lust. 
Then, seemingly sweet and innocent Melody shocked us, and it was the greatest moment of my life. When Cody and I were outside swimming, secretly hoping to catch her in the pool or hear her voice talking downstairs with her Dad or friends, we caught her turned on, panting, and getting herself off while watching us. Fuck me. The shock and desire on her face made my cock spring to life and thud against my abs. She was struggling to reach that sweet high when we caught her, and neither of us could stand her pain, doubt, or embarrassment, so we commanded Melody to climax through growls, and she did. 
My commands could only be followed by one female in all the realms. Cody and I had been fighting our natures to take Melody since then. We felt she was our Omega, even though we had no evidence of her being one. It was a feeling deep in my bones that I couldn’t get rid of. What made it harder was that she wanted us too. 
But last night, praise the gods and goddesses, our prayers were answered. We had definitive proof she was ours. She would be our little queen, our Omega,  and complete our pack to make three. Since last night, I’d counted the seconds until I could sink into her with my cock and teeth. She would be even more beautiful wearing my mark and scent. Then the thought of her being pregnant made me groan and growl in frustration.    
“Ryder, you’re growling again. Patience. He hasn’t left yet, and we have the perfect excuse to go knocking at her door if any neighbors are watching.” Cody was right as he held up the discreet, big brown box. He stole it off their porch to bring it back later. We don’t actually give a fuck about the neighbors, but Melody’s family was rooted in this community, and we weren’t going to do anything to jeopardize that.  
“Her father had no idea what he was doing by telling us she was going to be alone.” I groaned.
“And her father has no idea he’s left his Omega daughter in heat either. I could smell the sweet, warm vanilla scent pouring out of their house, wafting off his clothes this morning. I’d never smelled it before.” Cody shook his head. “He’s human, but surely his wife or daughter explained an Omega's life.”
“What if this is her first? What if they didn’t know what she was? He mentioned Stephanie was out of town. After the pool incident, we didn’t smell an Omega, just Melody.” Cody tried to relax in the recliner but couldn’t settle. He was voicing the same thoughts I’d had.
“As a Beta, she couldn’t handle us. But how I wanted to possess all of her and claim her wasn’t normal. I’d never felt the urge to mark a female, especially one I’d never met.” I confessed what we both were thinking. 
“She isn’t our usual type, but when it comes to Omegas and mates, there is no planning. Up until a week ago, she seemed so innocent. She read, practiced singing, and spent time with her family. I haven’t seen a single boy call on her. She’s gorgeous. Stupid teenage boys should be beating down her door.” He was angry that our female wasn’t being admired by others. Personally, I was happy we didn’t have to kill anyone. 
“Innocent?” I raised my eyebrows, reminding him of her actions. 
He sighed. “My statement would be solid if she wasn’t in her current condition. But after that little stunt, we all participated last night. She knows what she wants. It wasn’t a one-time thing like we tried to write off the bikini incident. She’s ours, and I will happily oblige, giving her what she desperately needs.” He looked wicked. This was a different attitude for him. He loved to comfort and praise females. Where I demanded, he asked with reverence. We complimented the other perfectly. 
“She does indeed. The show she gave me last night.” I bit down hard on my lip to keep my cock from coming in my pants. I needed more restraint. She was a naughty girl, instinctually priming herself to take all we had to give. 
Cody and I met at sixteen at an Alpha training camp. We recognized each other’s spirits instantly and were elated to have met our pack so young. Some Alpha packs were bigger, but it felt right as just the two of us. We’ve spent the last ten years working as a team in every aspect of our lives. 
As unmated Alphas, we had one rule, never keep a female around too long. We knew that we would find our mate. We’d even gone to The Hunter’s Ball in the Imperial City for the past five years, the biggest Lupercalia celebration, which also held the Omega Scenting at the ball. After the week of festivities, we always went home alone. We were a bonded pack without an Omega, but we scented her in the air last night. We knew. Our mate was waiting for us next door, only because we didn’t want to scare the shit out of her father, who, unlike a wolf, could hate us forever for mating with his daughter, we waited for the right moment. We didn’t want to put that kind of strain on Melody’s relationship with her dad. 
“She allowed us to see her completely vulnerable and coming undone,” my best friend reminded me. “That was bold, and something only meant for her mates.” He was overwhelmed. He sprang out of his chair and paced the hardwood floor. Without a word, he left, stomping upstairs and checking on our project. I knew he’d stay there until it was time. “Her dad will eventually be good with this, especially when he sees how happy we make her. Parents, even humans, want their children to be happy and healthy.” 
I laid my head back on the couch and closed my eyes. Shit. I needed a release before we collected her, or I wouldn’t be able to hold back the moment we touched. I flipped open the top button and slid the zipper down my jeans to free my painfully swollen cock. She blessed me with two sexy as fuck moments I’ll never forget. 
[image: image-placeholder]I first stroked to the image of our beautiful little blonde’s wide brown eyes, drinking us in as she moved that little hand so quickly under her bikini bottoms. 
The dark black of her pupils blew when Cody and I growled for her to come. She didn’t know what our command meant, but it worked. The whine that passed through her lips and the heady scent of her arousal on the breeze sent us running after her. For the sake of her father not walking in to find us fucking his daughter on the floor as she begged for more, it was good that she locked us out and ran off.
She never needs to know that we licked every drop of her off the door from where her sticky fingers left her juices before slamming it shut. Tasting her made us crave her more, but it raised more questions. She smelled and tasted divine, yet that night she didn’t have the distinct sweetness of an Omega. 
The second fantasy from my Melody spank bank came last night when I saw her lights on. The vixen’s room was directly across from mine. She began leaving her curtain open the past week but not her window, which was odd. I decided to play with her and see how far she’d go. I opened my curtains and lifted the window, allowing my sounds and scent to entice her if she opened hers. I needed to scent her. 
She seemed to be changing. Her body looked curvier. Her breast and hips were slightly fuller. Her walk swayed to an unknown beat and her ass… I loved a warm wet cunt and so did Cody, but my cock bulged and begged to sink into what was an untouched, tight naughty hole. 
I noticed new additions to her room. She was supposed to leave for college in a month, but she was redecorating with twinkle lights, multiple rugs, pillows thrown everywhere, and draped fabric on the walls. It looked like a musician's space, but it also looked very Omega. She was changing in front of our eyes, and I knew because I spent every second I could watching her.  
She inspired us. Cody and I spent all day remodeling the room at the end of the hall. I was sweaty and needed a shower, but I was also turned on by what we had just finished creating. Making sure my lamp illuminated my features, I slowly unbuttoned my shirt and threw it to the ground. I pretended to stretch and rub my shoulders as if working out the knots of a hard day’s work. 
She kept her head down and focused on her computer, but I could see her eyes dart in my direction. I stole a glance, and the computer was abandoned as she moved to peruse her shelves for a book. She was half dressed, a white cami that did nothing to hide the swell of her full perky tits and little bitty flannel shorts that barely covered her ass. The tease pretended she didn’t notice what was happening, but now she had a better view of me. It isn’t fair of me to call her a tease, but she is purposefully driving me insane.
That’s when I pulled my sweats down my hips, ensuring she got a view of the deep v of my muscles where a smattering of dark hair led straight from my abs to my cock. When I pushed them down to my ankles and kicked them across the floor, I noticed her window was open, just a crack. Good girl. She moved to her bed. She had turned off the lights except her table lamp and twinkle lights outlining her bed. She was playing with the straps of her top while a book lay open next to her. I sat on my bed and gave a low groan, fisting my cock for her. I wanted her to see every thick inch, pulsing vein, and the swell of my knot. I knew she couldn’t at this distance, but it was a part of the fantasy. A thick bead of precum dripped down my cockhead. I used my thumb to swirl it around as I imagined it was her hand moving instead of mine.
The floor creaked as Cody shook his head in the door frame. “Are we really doing this?” he asked hesitantly, but so low she wouldn’t be able to hear him.
“I have to be certain,” I whispered. We’d yet to smell her perfume. I didn’t know why she shut us out this week. She didn’t go for another swim, and her windows stayed tightly closed. We couldn’t wait for her dad to open the door when he went to and from work. Our work was interfering with our Melody activities. If her dad caught us, he’d probably call the police or worse, his wife. She'd have known the right wolf authorities to set us straight for stalking or harassing their daughter.
I was desperate for her. I wanted her to take my knot; only an Omega could do that without training. Then there was the issue of her parents. There was no way they would allow their teenage Beta daughter into this kind of relationship unless fate intervened. Her human father would probably try to deck me, which would be well deserved, but if she were an Omega to my Alpha, our mate, there would be no discussion. We would care for and tend to Melody without question. 
“Do you want me to join in?” Cody was already shirtless and barefoot. I don’t know why he presented it as a question. We’d seen the other get down to business when we’d shared a female, but this was a first, and rather annoying on our own.
“Watch her while I….” I didn’t need to explain that I was jacking off, hoping to get her to join in and let us smell that beautiful perfume I knew she was hiding.    
I growled as I moved my slick hand up and down my shaft. Growing louder as I pumped faster. When I heard a small feminine whimper, I looked up to see her spread out topless on her bed, rolling her perky pink nipples between her fingers.
“It’s working. Our little bird is reaching into her nightstand,” Cody’s voice grew husky as he watched her retrieve a cute little purple vibrator. I watched as she pressed a button and brought it between her tits. “She’s teasing herself and putting on a god's damned show for you. This will be a show for us. Move over. She belongs to me just as much as you.”
[image: image-placeholder]I blocked out the reality that it was a day later, and I was currently alone on the couch. As I replayed the look on her face as she came and the warm vanilla spice scent that distinctly belonged to her, I mechanically bucked my hips, thrusting harder into my hand. I tried to remember the tempo she kept last night as the toy slipped in and out of her. I was wrapped up so tightly in the memory of my Omega coming that I was caught off guard when warm spurts of cum covered the bottom of my shirt. I felt better, but my body recognized I was missing the real thing. I quickly ran to my room to change, careful not to disturb Cody as he readied himself for what we were about to do. 




CHAPTER FOUR

CODY
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I left Ryder to relieve himself before we went next door. Richard and his wife Stephanie had been so welcoming when we moved in. Then Richard believed that we had an honor code for his daughter, that it was our duty to protect another female wolf. He was right. We’d never hurt a female. I felt a twinge of guilt for what we would do to Melody. It was clear he didn’t understand what his little princess needed. She needed two Alphas filling her needy holes to breed her.  Shit. I was sounding more like Ryder. I wanted to love her, cherish her, and keep her in a constant state of orgasmic bliss. The more she came with our knots buried deep, the faster she’d swell with our pups. Gods, I wanted a house full of little ones running around. 
My inner wolf was taking over. I didn’t talk about holes. I’d never experienced a rut, but I think our tender little mate was about to unleash every depraved desire I’d ever held back. I spent the past week buying her presents to court her. It was to the point I didn’t care if she was an Omega or not, I needed her. Last night saved me a lot of trouble when we smelled her Omega perfume. She was meant for us. 
I’d been all in since I saw her that first day watching us move in. She smiled nervously, with no idea that she was everything and I was nothing in comparison. The number of times I’d paced the porch wanting to go next door to talk to her was embarrassing. I was an Alpha, not a love-sick boy. Every time I left the house, I’d return with a gift that I hoped she’d like, then take it to my room and wrap it. From what we saw, she wasn’t indulgent or needy. She loved her family, music, books… and her vibrator. We all loved that one. 
I had no siblings and my parents did their own thing, but I had been a part of Ryder’s huge family for the last ten years. When it came to what Omegas wanted besides what the manual told us, I decided to go straight to the source. When I called Jessica and told her what was happening, she squealed in delight. 
“Omg! Omg! Omg! Praise the goddess, you two idiots have a mate,” she giggled in delight. Even though she was older than us and had two children already with her pack, she was easily excited and didn’t hide emotions, which was very common for an Omega. “So you need to get her girly things, even if she doesn’t seem like she would want them now. Special soaps, salts, and oils for her bath. Sentimental things. I know you just, well, you haven’t met her, which is so freaking weird.” I smiled as she tried not to cuss, which meant the kids were around. “But you said she won a scholarship and loves music. Easy one, a music box. Anyway, you could get a copy of a newspaper that talked about her or an announcement of a performance or accomplishment? Show her you went out of your way to find things about her.” 
“Won’t she think that’s creepy and stalkerish?” The last thing I wanted was to scare her.  
“Heck no. At this stage, she needs to feel safe and know that you care about who she is, not that you like her because biology says so.”  
“That’s good, Jess.  Anything else?” 
“Tons more! I’ll text you things my guys did for me that I liked. Some of their presents were awful, but they were from the heart, making me love them even more. You’ll have to buy your own bad gifts for her to fawn over.” I didn’t like the sound of that. I wanted her to praise me for all of them. “I’ll also tell Mom and the rest of the family so they know you two will be going MIA. Why am I not at all surprised that you called and my brother didn’t? You are a loving, worthy Alpha, and I guess my brother’s alright.” I could hear her smile. “Don’t forget to call work. You won’t be going in for a while.” She laughed again. “I’m so excited for you two. You are going to make her so happy and be wonderful daddies! I can’t wait to meet her.”
After that discussion, I felt better. I took her advice, which helped with my present shopping and how we decorated her nesting room. Daddies. We were about to start our family. It was wild. We’d been hoping for an Omega and a family. It’s why we moved from freelance work to a company. Fewer hours, and someone else was in charge of all the administrative details. This neighborhood had zero crime, was full of families, only fifteen minutes from the local wolf academy, and forty-five minutes from the Omega Center and Hospital in Devilswood. It’s an amazing suburb to grow our family, together. 
Ryder and I didn’t care who fathered which child. We were going to be one big family. We were ready to spoil our little bird rotten.
I walked around the master bedroom, our ongoing project, and felt pride. Even knowing that we could’ve met our mate anytime, we never took steps to make our home Omega ready. But each time we saw Melody from afar, we each had the desire to make a place just for her. What started as new paint and blinds quickly morphed into a renovation to create the perfect nest.
To the human world, to already have a life planned out with someone you’ve never spoken to would be insane. For us, when our inner wolves talk, and the goddess pulls you to your mate, you listen. Mating magic was stronger than logic. We didn’t know her favorite dessert or music yet, but we understood we would be a perfect match. 
The reason for my existence was to protect, cherish, and breed my mate. Second to her happiness was rearing our future children, then keeping our world safe from monsters. However, considering where we now lived, with only one tiny state forest to run, I didn’t foresee any monsters stumbling out of those woods. Now, Devilswoods had more activity, but we were only backup wolves for that area if a crisis arose in our realm.           
Time passed quickly as I filled the custom-ordered bed with more blankets and pillows that Ryder and I covered to smell like us. Both nightstands had toys and lube that were recommended for an Omega's pleasure, and considering how she fucked herself with her vibrator, I’m sure she’d like them.
I was curious about how experienced she was. At her age, I’d had sex, but never a threesome or had a female let me stick my cock into her ass, which I would be doing soon to my little mate. During heats, inhibitions became nonexistent, and an Omega begged for all kinds of pleasure. They would cry out in pain if not sexually sated. It wasn’t ideal to have sex for the first time with your mate during a heat, but I don’t think we had a choice. Well we did, we had the choice to wait until after her heat was over, but I don’t think any of us would want to choose that. 
The courting would have to be after her heat ended. To find out more about her, we used our skillset. We watched her constantly and heard her singing. Her name was fitting, and she was our little bird. She received a scholarship to one of the three main wolf campuses, Devilswood University, which was far south of the city and nearly two hours away from our home. The other two were Hollow U and Imperial State. They allowed students to live their wolf lives while experiencing college life. I almost felt bad; our little bird wouldn’t get to experience dorm life or college parties, but she would be kept in luxury with all her physical, emotional, and sexual needs met. Almost no other college student can tout that experience.
Ryder and I already discussed that we could use one of his family’s apartments in the city during the week to make sure she was able to go to classes easily. It would also be close to the Omega Center and Hospital. Shifting can happen during the birth, so it’s best to be at a wolf facility or home. We had no plans on clipping her wings. We wanted to enhance her life. I bet she’s in her room now, thinking of a new life, something different from what she dreamed of weeks ago. But we will talk about all of that after her cycle ends. I rechecked the fridge to make sure we had enough drinks. We had high-protein meals and sweets prepared to give her strength during moments of clarity. The bedroom and ensuite bath were equipped and ready for her.
The sun was lower in the sky when I heard male voices coming from next door. I saw Richard and a man that looked a lot like him get in a truck and leave. That meant our Omega was alone at last. Excitement and heat raced through my veins as I ran back downstairs to Ryder, who had cleaned up his mess and was dressed in a new shirt.
“We’ve waited long enough. Let’s go get our mate.” I grinned from ear to ear as I picked up the box with her name and shook it.
Ryder chuckled. “You grab the box, and I’ll grab our mate. Let’s go.”




CHAPTER FIVE

MELODY
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I was relieved to be alone. I got out of bed, removed my slick-coated clothes, and pulled out a box from under my bed. I’d ordered some lingerie. I knew it was pointless because little bits of lace didn’t have a chance with Alphas, but at least I could look pretty for the first time. I looked over to Ryder’s room. Sadly, it was empty. Where was he? Did they get called in on an assignment tonight? I couldn’t freak out. They would come and be here for me. I knew they wouldn’t leave me like this. I know they scented my perfume last night, and seeing how needy I’ve been for them, they had to know what was coming.  
I quickly checked my phone. I had a notice about a package delivered to the front porch. I sighed. I'd at least have something if I had to get through this alone at first. Shit, then I’d have to drive nearly an hour to the Center and take whatever Alphas they had on standby. I wasn’t going to let these negative thoughts invade my mind yet. There was still time. I knew in my heart I had mates that were going to save me from being alone during this. 
I went down the hall to take a scalding shower that felt so good. My muscles were tense, and my mind was racing in fear. But the soothing water calmed me. I eventually sunk into the tub as the water ran down my body into the drain. When it turned cold, I dragged myself up and dried off. I normally loved our towels, but today they felt itchy. They lacked their usual fluff. Goddess, I was turning into a snob, I wanted to cry, but I knew I couldn’t help it. 
Once I returned to my soft, purple-covered room, I threw my towel to the floor and stood naked in front of the mirror. I dragged the lingerie out, working it onto my feverish body. I adjusted my breasts in the white satin and lace push-up bra. With a little jiggle they were in place, and damn, I looked good. My body was rounder, fuller, making me look more feminine and fertile. I’d never been so happy to spend a stupid amount of money. The luxurious fabrics and fit made me happy and relaxed. My fingers drifted over the material, sending chills through me, and I felt sexy. I grabbed the matching thong off my bed. It glided up my legs and settled between the globes of my ass. It was a new sensation, I was usually a practical cotton hipster kind of woman, but I was entering a new world. Last was the short, white satin robe.
I was tempted to rumple my new attire by reaching into my nightstand, but that thought was interrupted by a loud knock at the front door. Each bang sent a flutter directly to my core. My heart raced in excitement as I felt slick trickle down my thigh. These panties were useless. I whimpered and ran down the steps to the front door. I didn’t bother looking out the peephole. I knew. My body knew what was waiting on the other side. My hand was on the cool metal of the handle and lock. I just had to turn each. 
“Melody, we have something of yours.” Ryder’s low, husky voice made me whimper.
“Sweet songbird, open the door. You’re in pain. Let your Alphas take it away.” Cody soothed me as I flung open the door.
“Goddess, you are even more gorgeous in my arms,” My tall, dark male sank to his knees as he pulled me into his arms and inhaled. He nuzzled my neck, coating his face with my scent. “We’ve waited our entire lives for you, Melody.”
Cody growled as he snatched me up and cradled me in his arms. I turned my body into him, soaking up his strength and comforting dreamy scent as he started moving. “We need to get you home.” His mouth was next to my ear as he whispered, “Luckily for all of us, it won’t take but a minute.”
I giggled. “I never expected my Alphas to smell so sweet.” They didn’t stop walking. I turned to see the confusion on Ryder’s face, along with a big brown box that was still sealed under his arm.
“Our warm cinnamon cookie, what do we smell like?” I could hear a smile in Cody’s words.
“You,” I dragged my hand down his chest, and he growled, “smell like one of my favorite summertime treats, a sweet and creamy strawberry pie.”
“You want to eat me up?” Cody’s words were laced with desire.
“Oh yes. I want to taste it directly from the source.” I was baiting him and loved it.
“Melody, love, you are going to be in so much trouble later for how you have mercilessly teased your Alphas. You’ve been downright bratty. How does my hand on your ass sound?” Ryder joined in the conversation. 
I smiled and blushed at the idea of his hands on me like that, “I couldn’t help it,” I said in a small voice, like I was sorry for misbehaving. My voice turned bold, “Don’t lie, you’ve loved it,” I lifted up from Cody to make a dramatic gesture, a sniff towards Ryder, “My delicious blueberry smoothie. I bet you’d slide right down my throat.” I felt empowered. My desire for these two swelled.
“Gods help us, little Omega.” Ryder slammed the sturdy wooden door behind him. I looked around at their beautifully decorated home. Unlike ours, it was painted in shades of green, reminding me of a forest where I could let my wolf run freely. “We prepared your nest upstairs. Would you like to see it?” Excitement filled me as I jumped out of Cody’s arms and ran straight to Ryder. He handled me so gently, despite his strength and want. “The moment we saw you, we knew that one way or another, you’d be ours.”
“I’m starting to feel strange. It’s too bright in here. My skin feels tight, and I’m light-headed.” I went from flirty to so uncomfortable I wanted to cry.
“Shhhh, precious one. It’s all normal.” Cody stole me back and cradled me in one arm as he stroked my hair. I felt his chest rumble in a soft, soothing tone. I relaxed. “There you go. Let us care for you.” I barely noticed that we had moved upstairs. I peered over to see Ryder's room. The place I’d obsessively watched every second I was on my own. Across from his door was a white tiled bathroom. The door was half shut with the light off. Then we passed what had to have been Cody’s. It had a king-size bed, dresser, and a flatscreen on the wall, just like his friend. We stopped at the door at the end of the hall.
“You have to know how I’ve acted the past couple of weeks,” embarrassment flooded me even though I knew I didn’t do anything wrong, but being sexual was new to me. 
“Melody,” Ryder sounded so gentle as he moved beside me, stroking my hair. “You were perfect, being such a good girl, showing your Alphas what you need. We would have collected you sooner, but we had a feeling that would have scared the shit out of your dad.” Each move of his hand calmed me more. My self-consciousness faded and I nodded. Cody purred for me in agreement. I loved that noise. It was better than any warm blanket. All the nervous knots in my tummy disappeared.
“We’ve spent the last two weeks working here. Anything you don’t like, we can change. Ryder, open it.” Cody seemed nervous as he led us inside.  
“It can wait another minute. We’ve completely neglected something.” Ryder grabbed my face in his hands and smashed his lips against mine. I couldn’t believe it took this long for one of my males to caress and touch me the way I needed. His tongue traveled over my lips, encouraging me to open for him. Blueberries overwhelmed my senses as I kissed him back, moving my hands through his hair and pulling him closer to me. I was pressed into Cody’s hard body, noticing his erection digging into my side as I was enclosed in Ryder’s arms as our kiss consumed me. 
Cody sighed, grabbing Ryder's and my attention, “I was going to wait until we could spread her out and take turns kissing her all over.” His cock twitched with his words. I loved being surrounded by them. I felt so loved as these giant Alphas were careful not to hurt me or start snarling. 
“I like that idea. I can’t wait to see what you have done. I’m not lost to the heat just yet.” Telling a male what I wanted was so new to me. We knew we were going to have sex. However, I wanted to let them know I was consciously making the decision to do it. 
Both men kissed me on the cheeks. “We know, beautiful,” Cody answered first. “It was something we were worried about. We want you to feel our intentions, our love, and know that you are the only one for either of us. This is forever.”
I, being the horny girl I am, licked the side of his face and tugged his ear between my teeth. The raw need of my heat was rearing her ugly head and trying to make me a liar for acting innocent.   
Ryder laughed, “Dirty little bird. Cody is trying to pour his heart out, not even mentioning how we are holding our inner beasts back to ensure our first time is romantic, and you go and do that. Look at his tortured face.” Ryder took me in his arms so I could see the strain in Cody’s features.
Nerves and excitement coursed through me as I demanded of my Alphas, “Open the door.”  




CHAPTER SIX

MELODY
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My inner wolf took over when we stepped into the beautiful room. It was perfect. It had an overall calming effect with its dim lights, multitexture interior, mega king-size bed, cozy chairs, rugs, and many pillows and blankets. It was a fruity, creamy concoction that made me hum in appreciation. But best of all, it smelled like them. 
Cody finally let me down. I immediately sunk my toes into the carpet. I wasn’t wearing shoes since they only picked me up in my robe and lingerie. I wondered if any of the neighbors saw, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the thought.
Both males crowded me, making sure to keep a hand on me. It was as if they were afraid I was going to run. Hadn’t they figured out there was nowhere else I wanted to be? They were my new home. They were as necessary to me as air. I grabbed each’s hand as I slowly walked around and took in what they made for me. It was the sweetest gesture that they had worked every moment of their free time on a special place for me. We all felt the pull through the stolen glances and limited interactions. Now we would learn everything about each other after my heat cycle ended, and I could carry on an entire conversation.
I wasn’t in pain as I had been earlier, no more cramps, or headaches. Being with them was the cure.
“What’s with the smile?” Codyd playfully asked as he squeezed my hand.
I looked into his beautiful blue eyes, “A few things. I wondered if the nosy neighbors got an eyeful of my ass as you two carried me here like cavemen.” I looked to Ryder, who seemed very pleased with himself. “Then I realized I didn’t care.” I leaned forward, this time to kiss Cody’s cheek. I refrained from licking him again. I wanted to bathe in his delicious scent, but I had a plan for later, so that could wait. “I was overcome with such happiness that you both did this all for me, and how I am ready to start a life with two, well, strangers.”
Ryder didn’t wait for me to kiss him. He pulled me into his arms and up his body. I wrapped my legs around his waist and arms around his neck. It felt natural, like we had done this hundreds of times. His kisses were intense. There was no waiting for my mouth to open to his. He simply consumed me. I relished in his blueberry flavor, and had every intention of drinking him down. I didn’t fight for dominance, I let him take, and then he gloriously gave back to me. His hands roamed, kneading my breasts, pinching my nipples, then moving his way down to cup my ass. Nobody had ever kissed me with such passion and fervor as these two. But, right now, I couldn’t recall a single male or kiss before Ryder and Cody. 
Breaking my lips free and putting my hand out for Cody to take, I couldn’t hold back. Panting, I asked, “I don’t remember any touch or face before you two. How is that possible?” I wanted to ask if they felt the same, but they didn’t make me.
Cody kissed my hand and up my arm as he answered, “There is no one before you, little songbird. You are our mate. Our One. Our Only. We are yours. Why should we remember anyone else?” 
Goddess, I loved his answer. I tried wiggling out of Ryder’s grip. I was fucking turned on. I knew when I looked, his jeans would be soaked with my slick. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Ryder’s voice was gruff but had a playfulness to it. His grip didn’t waver. 
“I need more than kisses,” I whined. I sounded so needy. “I want to see the wet spot I’ve made on your jeans, and I want your cocks. I know you’re hard for me. I know you want my slick-coated pussy just as badly as I want you to take it. Please. Please, Ryder and Cody.” 
“Ryder, set our precious Omega down. No more playing. She needs us.” He was stern, and I whimpered for his control. I nodded my head up and down like a good girl. 
“I think she needs to get warm and cozy in her new bed. Let’s see what she needs to add to her nest.” Ryder walked me further into the dimly lit room and gently laid me on the feather-soft bed. 
I stretched on the top layer of blankets. After pulling them to my face and rolling in their scent, I looked back to my Alphas. The hunger and desire etched into their faces and the potent scents set my body on fire. Oh, gods, my eyes drifted down to hard, bugling, denim-covered cocks, and as I guessed, Ryder’s jeans were wet, plastered to his legs. “Take them off.” My need was a command. “I’m hurting.” I threw off the blankets and my robe. Exposing my lace-covered bra and panties. 
They stripped. Thank the gods. They were standing next to each other, so I could simultaneously drink in both perfect forms. I don’t think I could have forced myself to look away from one to see the other. I slid my hand between my breasts and followed the path my vibrator did last night. That was so fucking hot. I had no idea how much I loved to show off and watch. Then again, it was just for them.  
My fingertips were dancing down my tummy but I stopped when they growled. 
“Oh no, that’s our pretty little pussy to care for. We will pet, spoil, feed, and lick it until she purrs and creams. But if you’re naughty, we will spank it and pound it until she cries slick down your smooth, supple thighs.” The words at first were so tender that I thought they should be flowing out of Cody’s sweet lips, but Ryder added his delicious core-clenching touch of filth, which I loved, so there was no doubt who was speaking.   
“Ry, be kind. Look at all that perfection,” Cody leaned down to rub his cheek up my calf.     
Two perfect naked forms stood before me. Ryder was just an inch taller. His dark black hair curled at the tips with sweat framing his chiseled face. His body rippled with muscles starting at his neck, excluding power. Watching him shirtless, or naked, from across the lawn or the window, did not give me the full view, and now I saw what I’d been missing. The strength in his arms could rip a man apart, but there was a gentleness that could hold and protect an innocent baby. His swagger and abs, those lickable abs, reminded me of King Leonidas in 300. This Alpha was a born leader who could command me whenever he wished. I’d happily serve. 
Cody’s dimpled cheeks and all-American smile were panty-melting enough, but looking down at his long muscular torso kept adding to the dream. He was a quarterback, while Ryder was a lineman. His hands were large and made for palming a ball or my ass. He had an equally commanding presence, just not as overbearing. I had a feeling he would explain his plans and not just bark out orders. He had an openness that Ryder lacked. 
Then there were the monsters that they both had been hiding. Good goddess. How to compare two enormous, impressive cocks? They were both much larger than had I ever considered accommodating. I’d grown up hearing ten inches is what every Alpha wolf packed, but my gods, seeing them up close and personal drove home just how big that was. Cody pumped his shaft with such hunger I wanted to giggle as they stripped, not because there was anything to mock but because I was overwhelmed. I was becoming frenzied. I didn’t hold back the moan as I looked at almost identical swollen, angry heads. 
Cody had the biggest, in girth. Oh shitballs, he was pierced. I did not expect that from my sweet Alpha. Was he a sweet Alpha? When it came down to it, I really didn’t know them. I felt tears spring up. Cody and Ryder stopped.
My mates stopped.
“Talk to us, Melody,” Ryder was the first to sit next to me. He stroked my cheek to check if a tear had escaped, but none had. They only welled behind my eyelids. Cody was mere seconds behind him. They scooted together so I could sit on their laps as they comforted me. It should have been awkward and uncomfortable, but it wasn’t. Yes, they were all muscle, but I didn’t want to leave that spot because they touched and cradled me. It was a serious moment, but I had two massive erections sliding against my ass, and as I leaned into them, I felt the knots at their bases swelling. Slicked flooded again. 
Inner ho, calm thyself, we need to talk about feelings. 
“Cody is pierced,” I was emotional, I’m sure it was all the hormones from the heat talking. I thought it was kind of sexy, and wondered how it would feel inside. Yet, I couldn’t voice that part of my thoughts. 
“Oh, ok. I can take it out if you don’t like it.” Cody’s hand went to the little barbell.
“No. It must have hurt like hell, you can’t just take it out,” I whined. Still wasn’t thinking that, of course he’d taken it out before, and it wasn’t some grand gesture.   
“It did. But wolves heal quickly, even with an apadravya piercing. It’s supposed to be pleasurable for you.” He didn’t have to add that other females had enjoyed it. The thought that he had been inside anyone else infuriated me. Reading my features his voice dropped lower, naturally trying to soothe me, as he spoke with more authority. “You are my mate, if you don’t like it. It’s gone. I don’t care what I went through in the past. You are my present and future. You are the only female in this realm or any other that I care about, dream about, or remember. Just as we say that pussy is ours, our dicks are yours. We are yours.” 
“Little bird, you are not out of your mind with a heat haze. If you don’t want this. If you want to go slower,” Ryder spoke as if each word hurt to say. “We don’t have to do this.” He gritted his teeth and sunk his claws into his thighs. I wondered if he would draw blood from the pressure. The anger wasn’t directed at me, just a stern warning to his cock. “We are forever. I know Omegas are supposed to be courted and made to fall further in love with their Alphas, and if you need that, we can hold off on sex. That doesn’t mean we can stop your heat. I don’t think even a suppressant could hold you off at this late stage, but we could get you through this without having sex. I’m trying to be patient, but we won’t take you to the Center to be tended to by other males. That will not happen. I would shed blood if another dared to touch you.” A vein in his forehead and neck popped out and pulsed, echoing his anger. 
Cody’s blue eyes pierced into my soul as he agreed with his spirit brother. “It’s a lot, Melody. We’ve been planning half our life for our mate. You only had an inkling for a couple of weeks. We know it changes your plans, but we promise to spend our lives making you happy.”
“I know. I want you. Both. You’re all that’s filled my mind the past couple of weeks. I wish I knew you better. I understand how it will all work out in the end, but I’m scared.” 
“That’s normal. Hell, I’m scared,” Cody was the first to admit. “I want to be everything you could ever desire. We have a fated bond, but I want more than that.” 
“Me too,” Ryder was quick to add. “Cody and I have been best friends since we were teens; we want that deep relationship with you, but it takes time to build. I guarantee we will love you forever, respect, guard, and protect you until our last breath. But we will also encourage you and push you to be a better person. Your dreams are now our dreams. We want a family with you.” He took a calming breath, “You have no idea how badly I want to throw you back on the bed, spread your legs, and breed you until my knot explodes with cum, but it’s more than that.” He gave me a mischievous wink. I was beginning to see that Ryder couldn’t stay in his emotions for long periods, and that’s okay. 
“Fuck, Ry, you were doing so well.” Cody shook his head with a smile as he ran his hand up and down my arm. It wasn’t sexual but assuring. “We could purr for you, sweet Omega. We could put all this out of your mind, but I don’t think you want that pure bliss and total relaxation. I can tell you want to feel all your emotions right now.”
“Yes. I do. I like us talking, and knowing that it’s not only me feeling this way. Now in a day or so when I don’t know up from down, purr to your hearts content. I’ll need it.” I reached over and kissed Cody first. It started off soft and grew deeper. Letting my body do what I’d been holding back felt good. I turned to Ryder next, before I straddled Cody's hips and started grinding. His lips were firm, but as his hands moved through my hair, he pulled me fully onto his naked lap.
We went back and forth for a few rounds, both males kissing me in no hurry. As if they were content to do this all night. My body wanted more, and my mind did too.     




CHAPTER SEVEN

CODY
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“I want this. It’s not just my hormones or inner wolf talking. Though she will want to go for a long run after this is over, she is clawing to get out and be wild. I’m ready. I want you two to let go and follow your instincts, and I promise to follow mine.” I could tell she was happy.  
“Melody, you aren’t just letting this happen.” We both needed more confirmation from her.
“No, I’m a full and willing participant. It’s hitting me. I am doing this. You two Alphas will worship, adore me, and fuck me.” She grew in confidence, which made my wolf want to howl in appreciation.
“Are you sure about that?” Ryder was giving her one more out. Not that we were in a rut, but damn I don’t think we had the strength to go back once we started.  
“Yes.” She was still in both of our laps as she answered.
Sitting up and straddling one of each of our thighs, she first turned and licked Ryder’s neck. I was jealous, but only because her tongue wasn’t on me.
“I’m letting his delicious blueberry flavor coat my tongue,” she groaned as I saw her move. “My wolf is bubbling under my skin,” My jaw dropped as I watched her bite down hard enough to draw blood on Ryder’s neck where his scent glands were prominent, just like hers. She was mimicking the mating mark. He looked shocked, then, with a flash of silver swirling in his otherwise green eyes, his Alpha was out and ready. 
She quickly turned and did the same to me. Her sharp little teeth didn’t hurt but sent a zing to my cock that had precum leaking. A low growl escaped, followed by her whimper of submission and desire. It was music to my soul. 
She was breathy, licking her lips and tasting the drops of blood that we each had given her. “I want everything tonight. Mark me and claim me. And make sure you fill me so thoroughly that I’ll be huge with your pups in the fall. I’ll waddle to class and have to catch my breath between hitting the high notes. I’ll expect foot and back rubs from you two, and you better still think I’m pretty all swollen and pregnant.” 
“That won’t be a problem,” We said in unison.  
“You will look even more beautiful,” Ryder nibbled her ear and licked down her neck to her breast. I was thinking of them engorged with milk to feed our young.  
“Goddess, our child in you is something I plan on seeing as often as possible.” I nipped her other ear. We mirrored everything the other did. The way she fell into our touches let us know that she felt incredible having two sets of hands and lips moving down her body. 
“Did you two plan how you were going to take me? Who gets what?” she asked. “I feel naughty, full of desire. My mind is clear and decisive, so now I’m going to jump on my Omega high and ride it. Does that sound good?” She leaned her head back as we tickled her inner thighs. She involuntarily opened her legs wider in invitation. The motion moved her panties to the side, showing off the treasure underneath. Seeing a peek of her pretty, slick cunt and her clit pulsing with need signaled it was time.
“Little bird, we’ve discussed it in great detail.” I lied. As I grabbed her hips Ryder and I stood. I flipped her onto all fours to gain better access. Ryder moved in front of her. “I get to taste you while you taste Ryder.” I wanted to say that we had discussed this in great detail, but each time we broached the subject, our dicks got hard, and we had to excuse ourselves from each other. Last night’s show for her was the first time we’d ever jacked off next to each other with no female in the room. It was weird but we needed to show Melody how she made us lose control.    
I didn’t warn her as I shredded the thong at her hips and dove my face straight into her wet heat. The first swipe of my tongue across her clit made her scream. I couldn’t see her face, but Ryder gave me a wink when I caught his eye. His smug grin foretold this was just the beginning, and he was right.  
I wanted more of her in my hands. Resting a palm on each globe of her ass, I spread her wider and moved my tongue from her clit to her asshole. 
“No need to be shy,” Ryder smiled. “Relax and enjoy. You’ve got two Alphas who long to take care of all your needs. No hiding. No shame. Pure pleasure.” 




CHAPTER EIGHT

RYDER
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I prowled towards her on all fours on the bed, taking her mouth in a delicious kiss. I tugged on her bottom lip before peppering kisses down her elegant throat and shoulder. “This won’t do at all.” I popped the strap resting on her silky skin and then, like the animal I am, brought my mouth down and ripped it with my teeth. I moved and did the same to the other. She looked beautiful in her white satin and lace, but we needed her naked. With the bra ripped, her fully exposed tits looked exquisite. I looked down to see them full, heavy, and her nipples hard as diamonds. If I played with them enough I wondered if I could get her to come from that alone. Though considering how much she loved all that Cody was doing, we’d save that adventure for another time. “Much better.” As eager as I was to have my cock in her mouth I loved watching her unravel under Cody’s tongue. 
I moved my mouth back to hers, and my hands to her breasts. They seemed larger as they filled my hands. The more she moaned into my kiss, the rougher I became. My fingers pulled and pinched the buds as she panted. 
“Get ready,” Cody mumbled. He was going to stroke her g-spot and suck her clit. I got rougher with her sensitive nipples as I pinched them. She broke our kiss to moan out in orgasm. She was getting off on the sensations and attention from her mates, which was exactly what we wanted. She needed to feel loved and enveloped by us. We were here to worship her. I’m sure she expected Cody to stop as she came down from the high, but I knew him better, he lapped and stroked her G-spot through it. He didn’t want her to miss one ounce of pleasure. 
“I’m too sensitive. Ryder, I still haven’t tasted you, and I believe I promised to drink you up,” she moved my hand from the bed to my hard shaft. Fuck. She circled my broad tip, smearing precum all around my head and up the throbbing center vein. Her cute little hand moved up my girth. She seemed overwhelmed by the size, firmly squeezing, but her thumb and middle finger still didn’t quite meet. Her eyes were round with a hint of apprehension. 
Cody had let up, I looked back to see his hands rubbing her low back while his mouth lightly nibbled the fleshly part of her ass. It was erotic and animalistic. His teeth grazed her skin while his face was soaked with her arousal. No doubt she could feel her wetness with each touch of his cheek to her skin.  
“How does she taste?” I asked as I moved closer to her. My cock had a mind of its own, wanting to pass her pouty lips. She arched her back bringing her face closer to the mattress and her mouth parallel to my cock. The smile told me she was ready.
“Like the best thing ever. Let’s just say I never knew how good a snickerdoodle could be until now. Sweet, warm, and delicious. I’m having trouble not going back for seconds.” He gave her ass a little swat, causing her to shake it to taunt him. She didn’t know the fire she was playing with. “Litte bird you're going to pay for that teasing with another orgasm.” He chuckled, and smacked her again. “Oh, just for that, you don’t get to come until Ryder does.” 
“Shit, that’s not going to take long at all,” I barked out in a strained laugh. I should try to slow things down but I looked at her and decided to help. I placed my larger hand over hers to show her how to stroke me from my base, over my rising knot, and down my long shaft. “Don’t worry love, every Omega hole was made to accommodate Alphas, no matter how large.” 
“That was filthy,” she accused, but her voice was laced in lust and want. 
“Yes, and you loved it. You should see the slick that poured out your tight little honey pot. Was that less scandalous?” Cody ran his fingers through her arousal and scooped it back inside her to further his point. “Say some more dirty words, and I’ll really start to get her primed.” 
I’d had enough as I guided my cock to her lips. She swirled my head with her delicate teasing tongue, “That burst of blueberry was delicious,” she purred like a cat instead of a wolf. She continued to work my shaft with my hand as a guide. Just when I thought she was going to suck my cockhead into her mouth, she went back to licking.  
“She’s toying with me,” I groaned. 
“Give her an incentive for more,” Cody chuckled.
I looked down at her as she toyed with my cock, and I growled. I was letting her know I wanted more. “Melody, our lovely little songbird. You are driving your Alphas insane. Our need to breed you is about to overtake all our good intentions.” I moved a hand to gather her long hair around my fist and tugged. She moaned. “We want you dripping and writhing in near pain from your desire before we knot and claim you. When my cum hits the back of your throat, you will suck it down like a good Omega, you will be even more aroused, and screaming for a knot.” With that, she shoved my hand aside and nearly swallowed my cock down her throat in one go. “Goddess,” I yelled out. I wasn’t expecting that. She started feverishly sucking and pumping my knot. 
Cody looked up at me and silently laughed. I was going to come in thirty seconds if she didn't slow down. I’d yearned for my Omega for so long, and to have her body under mine readying itself to take me had me losing control. 




CHAPTER NINE

MELODY
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Ryder was right. When his sugary, blueberry smoothie-flavored cum ran down my throat, my pussy had to be filled. I licked my lips and then dragged him down to kiss me. He was possessive as he wrapped his arms around me.   
“Cody, get up here now.” My mouth wanted his. “Now don’t think for an instant that I didn’t love your fingers and tongue doing all that hard work,” I pouted. “But I need you, loving on me just like Ryder did. Face to face.” He moved to lie next to me and dragged me onto his lap making sure my pussy lips spread over his cock. Chills ran through me as I felt his thickness against my slick, puffy clit. I nearly came from the friction. Leaning down, I wrapped my arms around his neck as we kissed. His lips were softer and thinner than Ryder’s but just as satisfying. 
“Let him in, little bird,” Ryder whispered before he planted kisses down my spine. My nerve endings were on fire, and I was ready to be taken. 
“You don’t mind if he’s first?” I expected a little push and pull on this, but Ryder was giving this his full support. 
“Melody, he made you come three times as I got to feel your perfect mouth around my cock. Yes, I can wait my turn.” The gentleness and truth in his eyes did something to me.     
I took a deep breath, “You said an Omega could take you in all her holes…” I cannot believe I just said that. Cody coughed to hide his laugh, and Ryder looked like I was trying to test his will and kill him if I didn’t mean all I was about to say. 
He moved to where he sat on his knees next to Cody’s head, “That’s true little bird, but I need you to tell me what you are thinking. I’d prefer it if you told me in very explicit details.” His wicked grin made me pull his neck towards me to give him a gentle bite.
“Despite the fact that I didn’t think I would be giving that a try until I hit my dirty thirties and got into some kinky shit with my husband… You know what I’m about to say.” I was loved, treasured, and felt safe in owning my sexual desires. 
I was a damn Omega, and getting fucked regularly everywhere was now a part of the life description, and to be honest, they always seemed happy. 
“Yes. We both want you to tell us exactly what you want from us. Tell your Alphas what it will take to make you come on your first time, Melody. What has your sweet, innocent mind concocted after a few hours as a needy Omega,” Cody was getting in on it now. Damn it. They were adorable, mischievous, and turned on. I’d heard once anal was on the table males lost their shit. Truth. 
‘Scared, newly accepting her this life, Melody’ was disappearing, and ‘I’ve got two incredible mates, let’s get it on, Melody’ was driving the proverbial car. “I’m already settled on top of Cody and want him inside my pussy. It’s starting to hurt that you aren’t filling me up.” I whined, as he sat up and nuzzled me. Ryder pulled me against his chest while giving me a soft purr to help clear my thoughts. I focused. “After Cody is settled deep inside my clenching core, I want Ryder to push his big thick cock into my tight and willing ass. That’s why I wanted to double-check about Ryder’s earlier comment. I want this first time to be all three of us together.” I paused. “I want to take your marks at the same time as well. We are equal.” 
They both looked at me with so much love. It was more than sexual desire. It was emotional and added to our bond.  
“My comment was completely accurate. All parts of an Omega are made to accept her mates, but more importantly, everything about an Omega increases her pleasure because the easiest way to get a baby is to ensure a female is enjoying sex and wants to have it more,” Ryder’s soft bedroom voice was going to be addictive. 
“He’s right. I’m honored that you want to take the marking and full bonding part of our relationship on the first night. But we can wait.” Cody was still showing patience in spite of his throbbing cock underneath me. 
“I’m completely sure. It’s what I want.” 
“Then relax and enjoy. We will take care of the rest. But one question. Do you want to slide down onto me, or do you want me to take you?” He was thoughtful. I knew what he meant. A traditional claiming was when an Omega was on all fours, pussy exposed, and presented herself to her Alpha. Then it turned into HBO doggie-style with lots of grunts and thrusting. “I personally would like to see your face, but it’s up to you.” 
“I prefer this too.” I leaned for another kiss.
“Just so you know, even from back here, I’m going to make you come first,” Ryder stole my mouth and gave me a long lingering kiss before he moved off the bed. I heard him open a drawer, and then the bed dipped behind me. 
“Ignore him for now,” Cody held my face in his hands, pulling me back into the mood. 
I was blessed. These two Alphas loved to kiss and cuddle. Was this what all mates and Omegas felt? Yes, we were taught the basics in school, but there is a difference between reading the written manual and taking the driving test. This felt like one of those times. From underneath me, Cody was relaxed and still blessedly hard. How they held an erection this long had me in awe. I didn’t have to ease him back into a blissful state of arousal. My body was ready, but my mind needed some massaging. 
He moved his palms all over my skin, smoothing the flesh. When he found a tense area like my thighs and shoulders, he gently kneaded it, helping my muscles relax. When my body began to move up and down like earlier, he moved to my nipples. He started off with light pressure, then moved into bites of pain with his twisting and tugging. It shouldn’t feel that good, but I loved it. “Someday, we might try some light clamps. You’re so responsive here.” He pinched both. I gasped. 
I jumped when I felt two strong arms wrap around my middle, and warm lips breathing over my ear and neck. I leaned my back into Ryder. “You're leaving our mate wanting, Cody. I can smell her need. It’s just as potent as when we brought her in here.” One hand left my waist and dove straight between my thighs. His thumb first stroked my clit in small circles, then broader strokes, teasing my entrance. He dipped his middle and ring finger inside me, causing slick to rush out and coat me, Ryder’s hand, and Cody’s cock. Well, most of Cody’s groin was soaked. I didn’t care that the bedding would be ruined. I loved how the room smelled like ours. 
“I was getting to that.” Cody leaned up and began rubbing the slick off my thighs, coating his fingers. Then licking them clean. Fuck me. Between the strokes, licks, and nipple play, I was a goner. I felt the climax building inside, spiraling tighter in my core until I screamed in release. It felt incredible having them both pleasing my body. I was getting excited about both filling me at once and claiming me as their own. I’d shown them I was serious when I bit each of their necks. My mark wouldn’t be permanent, but I’d do it every time if they needed reminding. Or just for fun. 
They both held me as my body lost all tension and my mind cleared of everything but the moment we were sharing. Ryder leaned back to allow me room to ease myself onto Cody, but still kept our body contact. I slid back and pushed myself up over his thick, pierced cock. How on earth had I forgotten that detail after it set off that rush of emotions? Unlike earlier, I knew it was there for me, for my pleasure. I smiled.   
“That’s it, beautiful. Take your time. You are making your Alpha so happy. I know you can take every inch.” Cody’s words of praise brought out an instinct that was buried deep inside. I had a necessity to please my Alpha. I wanted more words of encouragement. We both gripped his cock as I led his head to my entrance. “Good girl. Slide down, and make me yours.” 
That dirty devil reversing our roles to put me in charge. I loved him extra for that, but everything had been at my pace, my choice. They even agreed not to have sex with me, if I was uncomfortable. They had godlike restraint, and it was all for me. I don’t know any man or wolf who would have been this patient and kind when it came to mating during the start of a heat cycle. Everything in our DNA screamed for us to immediately breed, which I sure as fuck wanted, but they loved me enough to wait if I needed that.  
I didn’t need to go slow. I wasn’t afraid of his size. It, like everything else, would be amazing. Both males’ hands moved to my hips, touching, but not forcing. It didn’t take but a single push for all of his cock to be seated inside of me. Oh, ok. Maybe all at one time was a bit ambitious but this Omega was adjusting quickly. The fullness was exquisite. I loved that my body gripped and pulled him deeper, wanting more.
“Melody, you are a goddess. I’ve never felt anything like this in my entire life. You were made for me. Now ride me, little bird. I want to hear you sing in joy.” I started slowly moving up and down. Oh shit. The piercing. OMG. It was an extra ridge that added a delicious amount of pressure to my g-spot with every thrust. “I can tell by your expression, leaving it in was a good decision.” 
“Yes,” I panted as I squeezed his cock with my fluttering walls waiting for Ryder to join.
“Melody. You might have me singing first.” Cody was talking when I felt Ryder’s hands rub my lower back, relaxing me further. Cody pulled me down until we were chest to chest. I liked this new position. I was sliding on his cock. Occasionally I’d feel his knot at my entrance, getting wet like everything else. A few more thrusts and it would go in on its own. His piercing nearly had me in tears with all the attention directly on that one magical spot. 
“I’m getting close,” I whimpered. I needed to hold back until it was all three of us. 
I heard the cap pop. Then warm, slippery liquid poured down between my ass cheeks. The warmth confused me at first. Had Ryder sprayed me with cum? Honestly, I expected him to be louder when he came again. 
“It’s lube,” he answered as if reading my mind. “You look gorgeous taking your mate’s cock. Do you like how thick and hard you made us?” 
“Yes.” My breathing picked up. 
“Do you have any idea how you are going to feel with us both?” Ryder’s slick fingers circled around my tight back entrance. “I don’t believe there will ever be a more beautiful sight. Except…” I was hanging on every word as he slipped a digit inside of me and went still. It was different. I’d never used a toy back there, but it didn’t hurt. It felt forbidden and I liked that. “Except when you have a baby in your belly and another in your arms. Goddess, the family we are going to have. Who knows, we might fill you so well that our first pup could start growing tonight. Do you like that? Would that make you happy?”
“Yes,” I moaned. He added a second finger making shallow thrusts. Cody was still, except for playing with my clit. They weren’t going to let my impending orgasm fade. No, these two were keeping me right on edge. 
“Does this make you feel good? Your scent and tight, pulsing cunt says it does.” He added a third finger.
“Ryder, I don’t think I can hold back much longer. Please. Please fuck my ass.” He gave me a few more pumps before removing his fingers. I hated the empty feeling and whimpered. “Shhh. Just a new position. That’s all. I’m coming back to you.”
I felt his large, smooth head against the tight ring of muscles. Everything was slick. I was so close to coming. When he pushed in, I moaned in relief. It took him several thrusts to be seated like Cody was. Ryder's arms encased me in an embrace while Cody held my hips.
“Oh, Melody. Your body is perfect. I love it. I love the way your mind works, and how you process and work through each emotion and problem set before you. You are everything we could have dreamed up and yet so much more.” I loved Cody’s words. Each Alpha moved in and out, being careful not to both stay in me at the same time. It was driving me wild with frustration.
“I want both of you locked in me and marking me.” If I was standing, I would have definitely huffed and stomped my foot. 
They quit being gentle. Their movements were faster and more forceful. Cody was bucking his hips into me from below, gripping my hips so tight I knew I’d bruise. I knew he was right at the entrance of my womb when I felt his knot glide into my tight channel. Feeling both of them wedged in me, growing thicker, with cum ready to spurt and claim me from the inside, aroused me further. When I felt Ryder’s knot move into me, I knew it was time. 
I gave into the climax that I’d been fighting. My muscles tightened. I could feel myself squeezing both Alpha’s cocks as I prepared myself for something spectacular. Both fought to play with my overly sensitized clit to make the next moment nearly blinding. My body clenched, then began a series of hard contractions. I’d never felt anything so powerful run through me. I could feel my mates’ knots thicken, and then, just before the warm jets of cum filled me, they each moved to my neck and bit down. It was euphoric. I’d heard of women blacking out and seeing stars from a climax, but I thought it was complete bullshit. But I was very, very wrong. My body went slack as my vision returned, and my Alphas cradled me. Each licked my fresh marks to soothe and clean me. 
They worked to move us to our sides to be more comfortable since both of them were locked in tight. We’d be like this for a good ten or fifteen minutes, depending on how much seed they released. Considering what I felt coating me inside, it would be nearly twenty, but I didn’t mind. I’d never felt this whole. What we were doing, and the life we possibly just made, added a new element to my list of dreams.  
When they marked me for the world to see, my heart forever bound itself to them. As theirs did to me. We were one. We were the family I never knew I needed. They reverently kissed me and cooed words of praise. My Alphas purred in delight as a new lust-filled haze settled over me. Now is when their real work began, but I would thank the goddess every day that I was able to have this first time with them, just as it was.   
This was the first night of our happily ever after… And the night was still young. 
TO BE CONTINUED
Thank you for reading The Omega Next Door. If you want to read some more of the A Step Between Realms series, then check out The Orc's Fated Mate! 
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Hailey 
He saved me once.
One look. One touch. I knew he was more than what he seemed. He was the epitome of trouble. Powerful enough to destroy the walls I had built around my battered heart. I knew he’d break me in the most beautiful way. Something I could never bounce back from. So, I did what any logical girl would do.
I ran.
Holden
One look and I knew I would do anything to make her mine.
But my Angel ran from me.
She thought she could escape me. She doesn’t know that I’m waiting. Watching. Playing her life like a game of chess. She doesn’t know that I always win.
My Angel will be mine in every way.
No matter what it takes.
She’ll love me…. Eventually.

**WARNING** Perception is a dark romance teaser for an upcoming novel that contains dark themes that may be disturbing to some. That includes stalking, somnophilia, dub-con and birth control manipulation to name a few. Please read at your discretion. You have been warned. Happy reading!




CHAPTER ONE

HOLDEN
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“Let go of me!” A woman’s distraught yell raises the hair on my arms. The shout coming from behind a closed door I’m walking by draws my attention. It’s not only the words she’s screaming, something about her voice calls to me, halting my footsteps. 
“Shut your mouth before I decide to use it instead.” Something crashes in the room followed by a pitiful cry.
My feet are moving and I’m lunging for the door before I register what I’m doing. Finding it locked, the sound of another whimper sends my blood boiling and the inner beast in me rising to the surface. With one kick, the door splinters open banging against the wall.
The world seems to stop spinning and all the air whooshes from my lungs. For a moment, I forgot everything else as the most beautiful, tear-filled green eyes stare back at me almost sending me to my knees to worship her for the goddess she is. But when her pouty lips tremble, I take in the rest of her and see red. Rage like I’ve never felt consumes me.
The ugly bastard has her bent over the copier, her skirt shoved to her hips and her panties in his hand as he turns to me startled with his pathetic little dick poking out from his opened jeans.
“I-it’s not what it looks like.” The idiot stammers struggling to pull his jeans back up.
“Come here, Angel.” I keep my voice surprisingly calm and my glare pinned on him. Holding my hand out, I wait patiently for the beautiful creature as she fixes her clothes and makes her way to me.
Her breath hitches when she takes my hand. Electricity flows between us the connection too strong to dismiss.
“Stay near the door, this won’t take long.” I grit out. As much as it pains me for her to leave my sight, I focus on the piece of trash in front of me.
“Now wait a minute, this is a misunderstanding...” The guy backs up as I stalk towards him like a predator, backing him into the wall.
“Sure.” I nod my head pretending to play it off. Nodding towards his open jeans, “Your pathetic dick hanging out is a misunderstanding.”
“She was asking for it right?” I give him a sinister smile. The look on his worried face tells me he sees the monster in front of him.
My fist lands against his nose with a loud crack and blood pours down like a waterfall. He yells out in pain holding his face. “That’s for thinking you could force yourself onto an innocent young girl you piece of shit.”
Glancing over my shoulder, my stomach sinks and panic sets in seeing she’s gone. My future wife is nowhere in sight.
Grabbing him, I throw him against the wall as my rage takes over. “You think I’ll let you live after touching what’s mine?”
His eyes widen seeing the malice on my face. “I didn’t know she was yours.”
“I didn’t know she existed until now.” I say, as if it’s as simple as that.
“Please…” His pathetic whimper makes my blood boil.
“Now that I do,” I tsk at him. “It changes everything.” I growl. Pulling my gun from its holster, I place it under his chin. “Glad in a way that she ran, she doesn’t need to see what lengths tis Devil will go to for his Angel. The darkness won’t touch her. Ever. And neither will you.”
Bang!
Heading to my car, I pull my phone out calling the one person I know I can trust. “I need you to pull the video feeds from the school, the teachers' lounge. I need to know everything about the girl and you need to wipe the footage clean. Going to need a clean-up crew. I’ll text you the address.”
“Well hello to you too brother, I’m good thanks for asking.” He deadpans.
“Brother...” My voice shakes as I tell him everything, like some gossiping school girl, my mouth doesn’t stop. I expect the brotherly ribbing to come, but it doesn’t. Nothing but sincerity and determination comes over the phone. I’m surprised when all he says is “Consider it done.”
I’m trying to slow my breaths, and my heart feels like it’s about to beat out of my chest. “I need her. I’ve never felt this way before.”  
“We’ll find her. I’ll get my guy on it now.”
Pocketing my phone, I take a deep breath. Starting the car, a plan starts to take place as I stare off into the distance. A smirk pulls at my lips. “You can run baby girl, but you can’t hide from me forever.” 

[image: image-placeholder]
Hailey

Instead of thanking him, I ran the moment he turned his back. One look at the intimidating man in a suit with his captivating chocolate eyes, and I was immediately wet for my savior. I was horrified since just seconds before, I had been hoping someone would come to my rescue, fearing that slimeball would take what wasn’t his. But the minute I saw those dark eyes, I knew he was just as dangerous to me as the other man in the room, perhaps even more so.
He was beautiful, devastating in that powerful suit that hugged his muscular frame. He screamed power and money but the darkness rolled off him in waves. He could leave someone like me devastated beyond repair. Not that someone like him would ever want someone like me. But the electricity that sparked between us when I took his hand scared the hell out of me. I’ve never reacted to someone that way. With one look, I knew he was all kinds of trouble, so I ran the second I could. There was no room for that in my life. College and work, I didn’t have time for anything else. Working two jobs and taking night classes was already hard enough. I was determined to make it on my own, even if it killed me.
Hopefully, the handsome stranger knew I was grateful. I’d never forget what he did for me. I would never forget him.




CHAPTER TWO

HAILEY
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Two Months Later

My leg bounces up and down incessantly. The pencil I’m holding taps repeatedly against my book. Another glance at the clock, another minute passed. Apprehension flows over me with every tick of the clock. 
“Alright, that’ll be all. Oh, and don’t forget your thesis needs to be turned in by next Friday.” Everyone quickly gathers their belongings barreling out of the room ready to start off the weekend. “Miss Burnett, can you stay a minute?”
A quick glance at the clock; and my stomach sinks further. Class went over by almost half an hour. Dread fills me thinking there won’t be anyone left in the parking lot by the time I’m out. Swallowing down the fear that threatens to take over, I gather my book and papers putting them into my bag before making my way to Mrs. Parker.
“Hailey, I’m going to be blunt with you.” She stacks her papers and puts them into her bag before turning to me. “Your grades are dropping.”
“I know, I’m sorry…”
Holding her hand up, she halts me mid-sentence. She tilts her head studying me. “Is everything okay?” Concern written across her face. “You started out strong in this class but the last couple of months your grades have steadily declined. You’ve got bags under your eyes and your jumpy. When Kayden dropped his bag earlier, I thought you were going to have a coronary. What’s going on with you?” The sincerity in her voice brings tears to my exhausted eyes.
When was the last time someone actually cared? Cared enough to ask?
Dropping my head, I quickly blink back the tears before clearing my throat. “I umm… I’m just not sleeping well.” I shrug. “Stressed between school, work…” I trail off.
“Is everything okay at home? Is there someone bothering you?”
I barely choke back the maniacal laughter that tries to erupt from me. Besides me coming home to find my back door left wide open? The one I never use and always keep locked? Items on my makeup vanity rearranged? Constantly questioning my sanity because I don’t remember moving stuff around or why I would in the first place? The feeling of being watched but never seeing anyone? Am I so busy and tired I forgot to lock the door? Am I losing my mind? The chaotic thoughts sound delirious even to me, so imagine what she would think, let alone, the cops that I refuse to call, afraid they would confirm my insanity.
“No, there’s no one bothering me.”
There’s no one that cares… that inner voice taunts me.
“Honestly, I think I just need a break. To get away maybe. The stress of everything, well, I guess it’s finally taking a toll on me.”
The look in her eyes says she’s hesitant to believe me. “Alright, well if you need anything, the school provides many counseling services...” My body immediately tenses.
Ah, there it is. You fool, you should’ve known. It’s her duty to report troubled students.
“I’m good, but thanks.” My sneer clear in my voice as I cut her off. Slinging my bag onto my shoulder, I give her a forced smile. “Have a good weekend, Mrs. Parker.”
Turning on my heel, I race through the door and down the isolated hallway to the exit. Barreling through the door, the frigid air nearly takes my breath away as I make my way towards the now empty parking lot. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end in an all too familiar feeling.
“Shit.” I mumble scanning the parking lot for the source. My breath and my feet pounding against the pavement are the only sounds that can be heard echoing across the deserted lot.
Snatching my keys from my bag, movement out of the corner of my eye startles me. All the air rushes from my lungs as panic washes over me; at seeing the large hooded figure stalking towards me. Rushing the last few feet, I quickly unlock the car and throw myself inside locking the doors. His strides are slow. Measured.
Turning the ignition, my stomach sinks hearing nothing but the click click click of the engine refusing to start.
“No. No, no, no, no!” I shout. “This can’t be happening.” A fearful sob threatens to escape. The hooded figure’s large form is growing larger with every footfall. Turning the key over and over desperately while bouncing in my seat, dread consumes me and the tears fall obscuring my vision of him.
Blinding lights filter through the car before I realize another car is pulling up to mine. A quick glance back to the hooded figure and my heart drops. Nothing but empty space remains.
The driver of the car rolls down their window and a familiar face smiles back as relief floods through me.
“Brianna!”
“Hey girl, everything okay? You meeting up with someone or what?”
“No, my car wouldn’t start after class and I thought I saw someone.” I tell her as I scan the empty parking lot.
“Well, I don’t see anyone but you. I also don’t see how you can do those late-night classes.” Her painful expression almost makes me laugh. “Hop in, I’ll take ya home. Unless you want to finally give in and go partying tonight?”
“Dealing with a bunch of drunken blubbering college boys is not how I want to spend my Friday night.” I laugh. “But thanks.”
She chuckles pulling out of the parking lot and onto the main road. My eyes dart to the rearview mirror. My heart rate picks up seeing the shadowed figure under the street light behind us. Standing there, he watches us until we drive out of sight. Unease settles in my stomach wondering what could have happened if Bri hadn’t stopped. As he disappears from sight, a foreboding feeling consumes me and I can’t help but think it won’t be the last time I see him.




CHAPTER THREE

HOLDEN
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Watching her sleep is my favorite. Her lips parted slightly, hair mussed all around her that I want to run my fingers through feeling every silky strand. Her skin beckoning me to touch. If I was there, that’s exactly what I would do. It’s why I sneak out after I’m done surrounding myself in everything that’s hers before she gets home. From my desk, I sit back stroking my hard cock watching her on the video feed. Seeing her sleep among the cum covered sheets that I left for her earlier, I cum hard in a pair of her used panties that I took from her dirty laundry. 
The past couple of months, I’ve come to know everything about my sweet girl. She works too hard, doesn’t get enough sleep and sure as hell doesn’t eat enough. Strain and stress are like a heavy weight across her shoulders, it shows and I fucking hate it.
Soon. Soon, I’ll have her in my arms and take care of her in the way she needs. She deserves nothing less and I’ll be damned if I don’t give it to her. At thirty-eight years old to her twenty-three, I should feel bad about preying on such a young innocent thing like her. But I don’t. I saw something I want and I’ll do anything to get it. One look was all it took. She’s unleashed a monster I never knew existed. Now, there’s nothing that will stop me from making her mine. Not even her.
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Dead on my feet, I lock the door of the restaurant before staggering down the alleyway. Sleep has evaded me and when I do manage to close my eyes, the all too real dreams startle me awake. The hooded figure is always there. Tormenting me. The dreams almost feel real with feather light touches that caress across my skin. Warm breath and a wet tongue follow the trail igniting a flame throughout my body in their wake.  In and out of my dreams, I crave his touch even though it’s mixed with a twinge of fear. I don’t understand why he’s been haunting my dreams.
The fear that I’m losing all sense of reality courses through my mind almost constantly now.
Lost deep in thought, a shadowed figure steps into the light at the end of the building. My heart beat pounds frantically in my ears. Turning on my heel, my body slams right into a muscular chest.
“Well now, that was easier than I expected. You literally ran right into my arm’s sweet thing.” His evil laughter echoes against the buildings as he pulls me into his arms.
“Let me go or I’ll scream!” Thrashing in his arms with everything I have, he only grips me tighter.
A devilish smile comes across his pale face making him look sinister. “Oh, I plan on that. You’ll scream, cry and beg.” He laughs tugging me down the alleyway. “All night long.” He doesn’t make it far before the hooded figure steps out stopping us in our tracks.
“Let her go.”
“I saw her first. You can have her when I’m done. If she lives that long.” The man says pulling me in front of him. Flush with his body, he claws at my chest, groping me roughly to the point of pain. A whimper escapes me and I fight back the bile threatening to rise up.
Walking closer at my pain filled sound, the hooded man fists his hands. “You’re taking this too far.” He growls, stepping closer. “And you have a death wish for touching what doesn’t belong to you.” The venom in his voice sends chills down my spine.
Before I realize what’s happening, my body is thrown into the brick wall of the building. Pain shoots through my head and my vision goes blurry. Collapsing to the ground, I faintly make out two figures fighting and a splatter of wetness coats my skin. Why is my life so messed up? Why does this keep happening to me? I just want it all to stop. I’m so fucking tired.
Head throbbing, exhaustion settles over me and I give into the darkness flittering across my vision. Just as I close my eyes, my body jostles as I’m pulled into two large arms.
“You’re safe now sweetheart. I won’t let anyone ever touch you again.”  The words get lost in the haze as my head settles against his chest.
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My body is vibrating with rage. I wanted her in my arms for so long but not like this. That asshole took it too far. He was never supposed to touch her. Only scare her straight into my arms, not unconscious and limp. I hate that she saw me kill that fucker, but she’s going to have to come around sooner rather than later. This is who I am, a monster. 
After tonight, my plan to make her mine, just got expedited. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her and there’s no one I wouldn’t kill for daring to touch what’s mine. My only regret is not torturing him for not only throwing her into the wall but the horror she would have gone through if I hadn’t been here. It was too close of a call tonight. One that I won’t allow again. Peering down at my sweet girl, she’s out cold.
Peeling her clothes off, I resist the urge to explore her sleeping body as I tuck her into bed. My irritation grows, noticing she hasn’t moved an inch. This isn’t just a mild concussion; she’s exhausted.
My sweet girl is close to breaking. I see the way she questions if she locked her door. She did. That was me rushing out before she made it inside. The items moved all over her home? Yep. Me. I can’t help but want to lick the glass where her lipstick remains wanting to taste her. I waited outside her classes, finally going to talk to her but the spooked little thing felt eyes on her and didn’t see me openly standing there as she flew off in the other direction. I decided to try to play the hero when her car “mysteriously” didn’t start. Her friend showed up instead. Tonight’s events have sent me over the edge though. I’m done with this cat and mouse game we have been playing. It’s time to make her mine.
Tucking the sweet girl into bed, I can’t help but run my fingers across her silky skin. Needing to touch and taste her one last time for the night, I trail kisses down her skin loving the taste of her in my mouth savoring the sweet and salty flavor to tide me over until later. Soon love, soon.
Walking into her bathroom, I pull my phone out and snap a picture of her packet of birth control pills and send it to my contact. Grabbing it, I dig through the rest of the cabinet finding the extra pills before pocketing them. My phone vibrates on my way out of the house. 
J: You sure you want to do this?
Me: Yes and I need them ASAP. Bonus for you if you can get them to me by morning.
J: I already have them since you said it’d be a possibility. Consider it done.
Me: And the packaging is the same, correct?
A picture comes through showing the exact packet with a slightly different pill next to it.
Me: Perfect. But don’t ever fucking question me again.
J: Yes your highness. See you in the morn.
Smartass. He knows he’s the only one that could ever get away with questioning me. Don’t know why he bothered when he pretty much did the same damn thing.
Walking to my car down the road, I smile knowing everything is finally coming together. 
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Replaying the events from last night, I start to panic until I remember my savior came to my rescue. Again. I’m not sure how I know it was him, just that I do.
Did he bring me home?
How did he know where I live?
Oh my god, did he kill that man?
With a sigh, I roll over shoving down the questions that are only worsening the pounding in my head. Ignore it all, you won’t find answers anyways.
Already after noon, I’ve missed my shift at the bookstore and will miss my afternoon class. I need a break and if there ever were a day to skip, today is definitely that day.
Checking my mailbox, a flyer for a cabin quickly catches my eye. It’s a small but quaint place in the middle of nowhere and the owner is putting it on the market. They’re looking for someone to clean up around the cabin, in exchange for staying there over the winter break. The getaway I’ve desperately been craving and needing like a lifeline has literally landed in my mailbox. It couldn’t be a more perfect opportunity. For the first time in a long time, I smile. It’s almost too good to be true.     




CHAPTER FOUR

HAILEY
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“You’ve got to be shitting me.” I grumble, pulling up to the old run-down cabin that looks like something out of a horror movie. The small cabin is weathered from the sun and age, shutters hanging halfway off the windows flap against the house in the breeze. The front porch is dusty, with debris and cobwebs hanging off the ceiling.  It’s free. I remind myself. Just needs some TLC and it’ll be charming. Hopefully. 
Climbing the old porch steps, dodging the cobwebs as I go, I retrieve the key from underneath the flower pot and prepare myself for what’s waiting for me on the other side of the door. Please no dead bodies.
Shoving the door open, I’m relieved somewhat to see that the inside looks better. And at first glance, there doesn’t seem to be anything dead. So that’s a plus. In the musky living room there is an old, withered couch to my right, followed by a fireplace with wood stacked along the floor. Past the couch, the cabin opens up to a kitchenette with a small dining table and two matching chairs. Just off the living room is the hallway leading to the bedroom. The four-poster bed is the only thing in the room other than the nightstand and the backside of the two-way fireplace. It’s a charming little place that will look amazing when I’m done.
Going back out to the car, I’m pulling my bag out when a twig snaps loudly just beyond the trees behind me. Whirling around, I scan the trees with my heart thundering loudly in my ears. It’s just an animal. Calm your tits lady. Out here, there’s to get worked up over, I tell myself. Being on edge for so long now, I’m used to questioning everything. No, this is the break I’ve been needing. I refuse to let this new adventure become tainted by my paranoia.
Shaking my head at myself, I grab my bag ready to get to work with a newfound determination.




CHAPTER FIVE

HOLDEN
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I’m sick. I know exactly what I am. Standing outside the bedroom window, I watch her from the shadows. She sits cross legged with her laptop in front of her. Biting her lower lip, she’s completely engrossed in what she’s doing. Her long raven-black hair cascades down her back in soft waves. A stark contrast against the solid white plain tee shirt she’s wearing. She’s so fucking beautiful. I want to wrap her hair into my fist and make her look at me. I want to be the one that bites that lower lip. My gaze slips down her nearly naked form and I can’t hold back the groan at the shadow between her legs. My pulse races thinking of tasting her.  
Closing her laptop, she heads to the bathroom. Walking on silent feet, I make it to the porch and step quietly over the old weathered floor boards, stepping over the ones that squeak too loudly. Turning the handle of the door knob, my nostrils flare at her disregard for her own safety. It’s not even locked. This is another sign that she needs me. To protect her and keep her safe. From monsters like me. She feels safe here. She wouldn’t if she knew what monster lurked in the dark. Waiting for her. 
Quietly closing the door behind me, my eyes catch on the dying flames of the fireplace. That won’t do. Hearing the water running, I add several logs to the fire and stoke the embers bringing the fire back to life. There, now I can say with confidence she won’t get cold tonight. This old cabin is drafty as hell and I won’t have my baby girl getting cold. Since I can’t be the one to keep her warm yet, the fire is the least I can do.
Brushing my hands off, I get to the bedroom and the smell of her still lingers in the air. My hard cock throbs behind my zipper at being this close to her, smelling her. I stare transfixed at the spot I know she was sitting in and quickly drop down to the mattress beside it. Leaning over, I inhale her lingering scent and can’t help but to rub myself through my jeans. She’s so close. Yet, too far away.  
Walking to the bathroom door my heart beats wildly. Opening it, I quietly squeeze inside and close it not wanting the draft to give away my presence. A thick blanket of steam fills the small space. The gray shower curtain hides me from view but nothing can stop the mental image of her wet naked body completely lathered in soap.
A quick glance at her discarded clothes on the floor, I vision draping her legs over my shoulders and eating her soaking wet pussy until she creams all over me screaming my name. Stalking closer to the shower, my hand trembles against the heavy fabric of the curtain that keeps me from looking at what’s mine. I could pull it back and take her. Right here, right now, I could make her mine. Pulling my hand back, I shake my head. All in good time.
Spotting her panties within her pile of clothes, I bring them to my nose wanting to ingrain the scent into my memory. My eyes nearly roll back in my head, my control threatening to snap. Fisting her panties, I try to take a deep breath and slowly exhale to regain my senses. 
Pocketing her underwear, my eyes catch sight of her toiletries scattered about on the sink. A plastic package of pills sitting next to a cup makes me pause. A smile plays at my lips. My throbbing cock jerks thinking about her round pregnant belly carrying my baby. Images of Hailey feeding our bundle of joy from her large leaking breasts is almost too much. I long to see the perfect mix of us, something we created, almost as badly as I crave her. 
The water shutting off snaps me back to reality. I dart out of the bathroom and am closing the door, just as she’s shoving the curtain open. Knowing I should go, I just can’t bring myself to leave my sweet girl alone just yet. Easing to the floor, I scoot beneath the bed. It won’t be comfortable but I’ll sacrifice comfort for knowing that I’m in the mere presence of my angel. Her soft feet patter quietly across the old wood floors when she leaves the bathroom. Annoyance flits through me at seeing her bare feet touching the cold floors. She shouldn’t have left the bathroom without socks. If I was in the bathroom with her, I would have kissed her delicate feet before rubbing them down with lotion. I would have slipped thick wool socks over them to protect them against the chill. Another sign that she needs me. I can’t wait to finally get to take care of her like I’ve dreamed of doing for so long.
The light suddenly turns off and the bed groans under her movements as she climbs in for the night. My cock is so painfully hard for her right now. Thoughts of her in the shower, her pregnant, her addicting scent that coats the room consume every one of my senses. Not being able to resist any longer, I unzip my jeans and pull out my achingly hard member, stroking myself at the thought of my girl being so close. 
Poor thing is tired because it’s not too long before the sound of her soft snoring tells me she’s already passed smooth out. With slow and steady movements, I quietly ease out from under the bed. Stroking my leaking cock, I stare down at the beautiful creature before me. Her hair splayed out over the pillow, her long eyelashes fluttering lightly as if she’s already dreaming. Those sweet pouty lips slightly parted. 
Running my finger over the head of my cock, I gather my precum and gently bring it to her soft lips. My hands tremble wanting nothing more to shove my finger into her mouth and make her clean my taste off. But instead, I paint myself across her lips with a feather light touch. Smirking, knowing she’ll wake up in the morning with the taste of me on her lips and tongue, I tuck my still hard cock away. Everything in me screams to crawl into bed with her but I know I need to leave before I ruin my plans.
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Hailey

Stumbling to the kitchen, I grip my robe tighter around me to ward off the morning chill. Making my way to the coffee maker, I stumble to a stop. Cocking my head to the side, my stomach sinks as I stare at the coffee cup that now sits beside the coffee maker.
I didn’t set one out yesterday when I got here. My pulse starts to race. Was it already sitting there when I came in? Puzzled, I stare at it as if it holds all of my answers. Slowly, my eyes scan the rest of the counter top. Nothing else seems out of place.
Stop it Hailey, just stop. 
Sighing, I walk to the front door eager to drink my coffee watching the peaceful wilderness from the porch but the door and the deadbolt are unlocked. The door is unlocked. I know I locked it… didn’t I? My pulse races while my mind goes through the mental checklist of all the things I did last night. I don’t remember whether or not I went back to lock the door. Maybe I didn’t?
Taking a seat in an old dusty rocking chair on the front porch, the fresh air immediately calms my nerves. I should be relaxed out here surrounded by nothing but wilderness for miles but still I remain jumpy. Maybe if I give myself enough time to adjust, it will get better. I’ve been under a lot of stress so maybe all I need is an adjustment period.
Scanning the trees, I make out a path that disappears into the woods. As if the weather wants to rain on my parade at the happy thought of possibly taking a hike, I sigh at the darkening clouds. Looks like I won’t be going anywhere today. Just as I make it back inside, the sky opens up and the cold rain starts coming down hard. Work it is then.




CHAPTER SIX

HAILEY
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Tossing and turning in bed, I stare blankly up at the ceiling. Shoving the heavy comforter down to my feet, my fingers skim my inner thigh. My long tee shirt rides up higher on my thighs as I slide my fingers inside my panties. Eyes closed, my other hand kneads my breast thinking of a muscular form hovering above me. He rolls my nipple between his thumb and forefinger before giving it a sharp tug earning a gasp from me. Working my clit in small circles, I imagine his large rough hand between my thighs as his lips trail wet kisses along my skin. Dragging my fingers down to my wet hole, I work two of them inside pushing them in and out. I quickly grow hotter. Wetter. Gathering up some of my juices, I raise it to my clit working it faster as I pull and squeeze my breast with my other hand. Fuck, I’m already so close. My back arches when I plunge my fingers back into my wet heat. 
A creak of the floorboards has me shooting upright, I stare at the bedroom door that’s slightly ajar. Wasn’t that shut before?
Easing out of bed, my body trembles as I make my way to the door. This is how it always happens in the movies. The dumb chick always has to go look. Fuck my life, I’m so over it. I’m totally getting murdered because yeah, I have to know.  I’d never be able to sleep if I don’t.
Tip toeing to the door, I twist the knob, my pulse beating wildly through my ears. 
Closing my eyes, I release a slow but shaky breath. Please no stabby, stabby murdering masked guy hiding on the other side. Flinging the door open, the light from the fireplace shows nothing but the dark and empty space.
A laugh escapes me as I shake my head. It’s an old cabin. The floorboards are going to creak and settle, especially with weather changes. If I don’t learn to relax, I’m going to spend the whole time I’m here stressed the fuck out. Chastising myself, I climb back into bed as the loss of adrenaline leaves me spent. At least there wasn’t a masked murderer, so there’s that.




CHAPTER SEVEN

HAILEY
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A groan pulls me out of sleep. Startled, I sit up and listen for the sound. Another breathy groan comes from somewhere nearby. The light from the fire has dwindled but I can make out enough that I don’t see anything by my bed. 
The floor beneath my bed creaks and alarm bells starts ringing violently in my head. My breathing picks up and my hands tremble with fear. Reaching over to the nightstand, I get my phone and turn the flashlight on. With shaking hands, I ease over the side of the bed.
“No one’s there. You’re just imagining things again. No one’s there. No one’s there.” I chant loudly to myself.
Gathering up the remaining courage, I flash the light under my bed. When two dark eyes meet mine, I can’t contain the blood curdling scream that explodes from my lungs. Losing my balance, I topple over the side with a thud. The eyes meet mine just as he reaches his hand out to grab me. Crab walking backwards in terror, my back hits the wall. The large form starts scooting out from underneath my bed. Panic surges through and I see my phone on the floor in between us. Diving for it, I jump to my feet and dash through the door. My heart pounds loudly as I choke back a sob. Tears threaten to fall knowing I have to stop to open the front door.
Grabbing the doorknob, I manage to yank it open before a large arm wraps around my middle pulling me off my feet. Screams fill the air as I kick and flail with everything I have. My fists pound against the strong arm holding me.
“Shhh, it’s okay.” The deep voice says breathily in my ear. Pulling me backwards into the house, he closes the door. With his attention on the door, I use the opportunity to ram my foot into his groin and he collapses to the floor with a groan. Wasting no time, my eyes find the fire poker next to the fireplace. Frantically, I dash across the room and hold it tightly in my grip like a baseball bat. The man is hunched over still and I decide to chance it and dart to the door around him. As I fling the door open, he grabs my ankle, rendering me off balance. With a thud, I nearly face plant the floor but manage to catch myself with my hands. A scream tears at my throat when he pulls on my ankle. Desperately, I kick back at him merely hoping to make contact. But his grip on my other tightens. Gripping the fire poker, with all my might, I twist and swing it, hitting the masked stranger across the head.
He grunts, his hold loosening from around my ankle. Scrambling to my feet, I dash to my car and get inside, slamming the door and clicking it locked. My heart sinks, the keys are still inside the cabin. Looking up, I see the man getting to his feet. Panic claws at my throat as I dart out of the car and into the woods desperate to hide somewhere. I’m not even sure where I’m going but I run. In my panicked state, I don’t stop until my legs give out sending me skidding across the cold hard ground. 
My labored breaths are loud in the quiet forest. My hands shake but somehow, I manage to pull my phone to my ear. Please let me have enough service. Watching for signs of him I barely make out the feminine voice on the line as I dart my head from left to right. Whispering to her my location, she cuts in and out with sketchy phone service, but thankfully, I can hear her reassuring voice telling me that someone will be by soon.




CHAPTER EIGHT

HOLDEN
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"Hey Tom, thanks for the call." Nodding to the police officer, I walk up with him to the door.  
"Not a problem, Holden. It's good to see ya given the circumstances." He grimaced. "Holly would love it if you came by sometime for supper, we both would. It's been a while."
"I'd love to, just been busy with work.” Moving the conversation along, "How's the girl?"
A chuckle leaves him. "You never were much of a conversationalist, surprising since you’re a professor. Anyways, I haven’t spoken to her yet, thought I'd wait on you."
Annoyance prickles at me. If it was anyone else, I'd rip their head off for not checking on her sooner. But then again, I’d rip his head off for being alone with her too. The door opens and my chest tightens, my whole world starts spinning, seeing my reason for living standing there, her beauty shining through like a beacon warming me from the inside out.  But the tears in her eyes and her arms curled around herself makes my gut churn with guilt.
"Miss Burnett, my name's Tom and this here is Holden Thatcher, the owner of the cabin. I called him because he knows this area better than anyone around. Him and his family own most of this mountainside."
“It’s you…” She whispers, her teary eyes widen in shock.
Her words make me freeze. How does she know?
“You want to repeat that honey?” Tom asks uncertainly.
Clenching my jaw at him calling her honey, I count back slowly from ten. A new technique I’m trying out where she’s concerned.
“Sorry, there was…a run in with a guy I was having trouble with. This man saved me.” Her eyes go from his to mine.
I relax, realizing she didn’t recognize me earlier.
She smiles briefly, “Please, call me Hailey.”
Stepping forward, I grab her hand in mine. "Are you okay? You're not hurt are you?" Staring into those mesmerizing green eyes, I desperately want to pull her into my arms.
Her eyes widen and a gasp leaves her pouty lips at my sudden nearness. "Uh...no. No, I'm fine." She chokes out. "I was just scared.” Pulling her hand from mine, she flashes me a small smile. “Please come on in."
“Thank you. For saving me that day.” Her sweet voice doesn’t hide the nerves.
Anything for you, love.
“You’re welcome.” Is all I can manage. Giving her my best smile.
"Come sit down sweetheart." Leading her by the hand, I wait for her to take a seat on the couch and ease down by her. I don't miss the curious glance Tom gives me. Ignoring him, I snag the blanket off the back of the couch and drop it around her shoulders. Thankfully it's long enough that it covers her bare thighs from Tom's view.
“Do you think we are dealing with the same man?”
My icy glare meets Tom’s surprised face. “No, it’s not. I made sure of it.” He watches me closely, then gives me a nod in understanding. He knows what else I do but has never asked me directly for details. I tend to take out the garbage making his life easier so he’s never interfered. A silent agreement if you will.
"Can you tell us what happened?" Tom studies her closely.
I know he's doing his job but he's still staring at my girl. Gritting my teeth, I wait patiently to hear her soothing voice. Her sweet voice quivers as she goes over what happened and her hand starts shaking. My stomach sinks knowing I'm the reason for her fear but I had to set these events in motion. Anything to get her running into my arms. I'm a heartless bastard but damn it I've never wanted anything or anyone as much as I've wanted her. And I will do anything to make her mine. 
Hearing her voice break, I can no longer sit still. Making her a cup of warm tea, my ears perk at Tom's question.
"Can you describe the man?"
With a sigh she leans back, "No, he was wearing a black ski mask. Honestly, I was so freaked out, I just took off. He was big though, he struggled to get out from underneath the bed."
"Big like Holden or smaller? Larger?"
Her eyes set my skin on fire under their intense gaze. "Yeah, actually. Pretty much the same build." Her voice comes out breathy.
Her eyes drop to the floor contemplating saying something.
“What is it sweetheart?”
“I uh… don’t know for sure but I think someone has been watching me on campus for the past few months. Weird things have happened and I feel like I’m being watched almost constantly. It’s why I came out here honestly. To get a break from feeling like I’m going insane.”
Tom and I share a silent knowing look.
“What kind of things are you talking about?” Tom asks, studying her slumped shoulders.
Handing her the cup of tea, she smiles gratefully at me before gracing me with a polite and shy "Thank you."
“One night my car wouldn’t start after a late-night class. Someone was standing across the parking lot, watching.”
“Are you sure he was looking at you and not somewhere else?”
“Sheriff, my car was the only one left in the parking lot. When he started walking straight towards me, I panicked and locked myself inside until my friend showed up. Then, he just suddenly disappeared.” Her body slumps and it takes everything in me not to hold her and tell her everything will be okay.
“Sometimes I would get home to find things out of place, definitely not where I had left them. My doors would be unlocked, or cracked open. I felt like I was going crazy not knowing for sure if I was imagining it. It felt like someone’s been messing with my head. Until my underwear started going missing….”
“Did you report any of this?” Tom asks as he writes everything down in his notebook.
Shaking her head, she stares down into her tea. “No.” Looking Tom dead in the eye, she asks, “Do you really think I would have been taken seriously for reporting missing underwear?”
The grimace on Tom’s face says it all. She’s a college student, a young beautiful woman. She would have been accused of leaving them somewhere and more than likely would’ve been dismissed or even humiliated for taking up their time.
“There’s something else.” She bites her lip, hesitating. “One night a couple of weeks ago, I was attacked in the alley behind the restaurant I work at. It’s all a blur and I never saw the guy that grabbed me. He ended up shoving me into the wall but the other guy…” She takes a deep breath before slowly exhaling. “The other guy had the same build as the one from the parking lot, same height too. He saved me, I think he got me home. My head hit the wall so everything’s a bit hazy. I don’t remember much else.”
Lies. Her eyes are downcast, refusing to meet ours. She does remember but isn’t saying anything else. She’s protecting me.
“You didn’t report that either did you?” Tom asks. She shakes her head no, refusing to make eye contact. With a sigh, Tom taps his notepad with his pen. “It’s out of my jurisdiction anyways. I can make some calls though. See if there’s been any other similar cases.”
Her bottom lip trembles as she stares into her cup.
Clearing his throat, Tom pockets his notebook. "Well, I can take a look around but I'm sure whoever it was is long gone by now. Do you have anyone to call that can stay with you or can you stay somewhere else maybe?" Tom rubs the back of his neck uneasily.
"No, I don't. Not this late anyways." Her shoulders slump. "I guess I could manage until morning. I'll head out then."
My body stiffens at the thought of her leaving. Not when I’m so close to getting what I want.
"I know you don't know me but if it would make you feel better, I'd like to stay the night & sleep on the couch. I would offer to take you to my place but I have a feeling you wouldn’t be comfortable with that.” I offer her a gentle smile. “I hate the thought of you being here alone and scared with some perv out there that could possibly come back."
Staring into her contemplative eyes, I can tell she's getting as lost in me as I am in her. "Please, let me do this for you."
With a dip of her chin, I almost miss her soft "Okay."
"Alright, well I'll get out of your hair then, if you need anything, don't hesitate to call. Holden, it was good seeing you, come by the house for supper before you head back to town."
Walking him to the door, I clap him on the back. "If Holly knew I was in town and I left without saying hi, she'd skin me alive.” I say with a light chuckle. “No one wants to face that woman's wrath."
Tom’s face grows serious making my hackles rise. “Holden, if you see or hear anything give me a call. I’m pretty sure that sweet young thing has a stalker and it sounds like he’s escalating. He’s a monster messing with her head like that.” He says, glancing back at her in sympathy.
If he only knew….
“I’m going to reach out and see if anyone new has come into town recently. I’ll check back in if I find out anything.”
"Thanks Tom. See you soon." The door closes behind him and I lock it up tight. Just me and my girl. Alone in the cabin. Turning to face her on the couch, she watches me shyly.
"I'll just get some more wood going in the fireplace if that's okay?" I ask her gently.
"Sure, thanks." Her cheeks redden as she fiddles with her hands, dropping her stare.
Taking a seat beside her, I tuck the blanket around her tighter. “When I found you that day, I was afraid I was too late. Did that guy hurt you?”
“Huh? Oh, no. You saved me before he did anything.” Her voice cracks.
“Shh, he won’t ever touch you again.”
“There’s been so many things…first him, then I’m attacked behind my restaurant. Someone saved me, no idea who and no real memory of how I got home. Feeling like I’m being constantly watched…” She shakes her head as her body trembles trying to process everything she’s been through. “No this.” The tears flow down her cheeks and it takes everything in me to keep from licking those sweet and salty tears away.
Taking the cup from her hands, I set it on the table. “Come here sweetheart.” I pull her into my side, resisting the urge to put her in my lap.
Wrapping my arm around her, I offer her the only safe haven she’ll ever need. Her tears quickly soak my shirt as she sobs into my chest. Her tiny fist clenches my shirt. She needs me. Something inside of me snaps and I pull her into my lap.
“Shh, baby girl, I’m here now. Everything will be okay. I’ve got you.”
“I’m so sorry.” She pulls back, wiping my shirt.
Cradling her face in my large hands, I wipe the tears away from under her eyes. Our eyes meet and the energy in the room abruptly changes, the electricity I felt before surging once again between us.
“Don’t you dare apologize for needing me.” The words come out more husky than I intend.
“I looked for you. After I dealt with that piece of shit. But you ran.” My voice hardens thinking of her running from me.
Those beautiful green eyes widen in surprise. “I was scared, he touched me. He almost…” She trails off. “I just wanted to wash him off my skin.”
“You weren’t afraid of me?” Watching her closely, I see her breathing pick up.
Hesitating, she studies me closely. “No.” Biting her lip, she glances away as a cute as hell blush takes over her cheeks.
Bringing her face back to mine, I narrow my eyes at her. “Don’t do that. Don’t hide from me, beautiful. What is it?”
“You’re intense, intimidating.” She whispers. “But somehow, for some reason, I feel safe with you.”
"I'm glad I can make you feel that way. I'd never hurt something as precious as you." I stare into her eyes. A smile plays at my lips. “You are the most stunning creature I’ve ever laid eyes on.” I run my thumb across the lips I’ve thought about obsessively every day for what feels like forever.
Her body tenses at my words. Tilting her head, she debates something before finally asking. “What are the odds I’d end up in your cabin?” She laughs lightly, though it sounds somewhat forced.
My smart girl, she knows.
“Yeah. Those are some pretty crazy odds,” I reply, trying to mask the edge in my voice. The smell of her engulfs my senses as she rests her head against my shoulder. “It’s nothing but fate.”
“Thank you, Holden. For everything. For being here for now. I don’t have anyone…”
“You have me now.” I nearly growl at her, softening my tone before adding, “Have dinner with me tomorrow.” Shock registers on her face. “If you want to thank me.” I give her the best innocent smile that I can muster up.
“Okay.” She smiles up at me through her wet eyelashes.
She turns her gaze to her lap, fiddling with her hands. "Thank you for staying. I really do appreciate it." Her voice cracks and I can't help myself.
“Anything for you.” Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "You must be exhausted, why don’t you go on to bed?"
A cute blush takes over her face. "Okay" she says reluctantly, her eyes fall to her lap. Tilting her chin up and I stare deep into her eyes. “Baby girl, you’re safe. I promise.”
Her breath hitches and it takes everything in me not to slam my lips to hers. With a brief nod of her head, she slowly stands, flashing me a half smile. I watch as she walks away, the urge to follow after her threatens the little sanity I have left. So many times I’ve thought about taking her against the wall. The thought of running my fingers under that shirt she’s wearing makes my cock throb harder behind my zipper. I imagine palming those ass cheeks as I surge my throbbing cock into her tight wet pussy. My head falls back on the couch and I close my eyes. Fuck. This is testing every ounce of control that I have left. Being this close to her is going to be harder than I thought. I want her trust though. I want her to trust that I’ll protect her and take care of her. I want her to trust that I’ll love her with every breath I take.
I desperately want her to love me back.
Running my hands over my face, I force myself to get a grip. Leaning back on the couch I get comfortable on the old worn-out thing. It’s going to be a long night knowing she’s in the other room. It’s so fucking worth it though. Knowing I’m in her presence, her space, drinking in the smell of her that lingers in the air, it’s enough for now. A smile pulls at my lips that I bet looks nothing but sinister. I can’t help but feel like one smug bastard though. If my angel only knew that she actually let the monster under her bed inside…




CHAPTER NINE

HOLDEN
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A terrified scream makes me jump up startled. Running to the bedroom, I fling the door open and see her still asleep but tears flow down her cheeks as she thrashes her head from side to side. She’s stuck in a nightmare and can’t get out. 
You’re her nightmare.
Ignoring the thought, I climb onto the bed next to her and gently caress her cheek. “Wake up sweetheart. It’s okay.”
Startled, she sits up and like I really am her savior, she frantically climbs into my lap, wrapping her arms around me tightly making me choke back a groan.
This is all I’ve ever wanted.
Holding her close, I gather her hair behind her back. My eyes hone in on her bare neck with her shirt hanging off her shoulder. My mouth waters at the delicate sight calling out to me, beckoning me to lick the sweet spot, to bite it and mark her as mine. I lean in skimming my nose along the crease of her throat. Breathing the smell of her lavender soap on her skin mixed with her natural scent into my lungs. Giving in to temptation, I lightly trace my lips over the mouthwatering sight. Chills erupt across her skin making me smile. 
She feels what’s between us.
This is where she belongs, right here in my lap. In my arms.
The need to possess her nearly overwhelms me. My hands shake as I rub her back, her thin shirt so worn and weathered that I can almost touch her bare skin through the material. My hands tremble with the need to feel her flesh against mine. No more boundaries of restrictive clothing keeping us from one another.
The feel of her finally in my arms is an intense aphrodisiac. My cock throbs beneath her, aching against the restraint of my jeans. Her shirt riding up her thighs makes me desperately want to move it higher. Her tearful sobs should make me feel bad, but if it means getting her here, finding comfort in my embrace, then fuck it all. It was all worth it. I never claimed to be a saint.
Sitting up in my lap, she stares into my chest before peering up at me through her wet eyelashes. Cupping her face with my large hands, I wipe away the tears that run down her beautiful face.
“You alright?” My voice huskier than usual.
“I’m better now.” Her lower lip quivers at the end. I run my thumb across her lips staring transfixed thinking how full and luscious they would look wrapped around my throbbing cock.
“I just wanted to find some peace and quiet out here, where I came to escape everything. Without having to fear for my life every five god damn minutes. And now…” Her voice breaks. “Now, I can’t even sleep for him taking over my dreams.” Her body trembles in my lap and her eyes fill with more tears. She’s never looked more beautiful.
Wrapping an arm around her waist and the other behind her head, I pull her to my chest and place a kiss on her forehead. “Shh. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” I say slowly rocking her back and forth. Her breath catches and I hiss when the motion rocks her against my hard length hidden beneath my jeans. But we both stay frozen where we’re at, afraid to move.
Clearing my throat, “Sorry, Angel. He kind of has a mind of his own when there’s a beautiful woman sitting on my lap.” I chuckle nervously.
A huff leaves her, the whispered breath skating past my ear. “I’m not beautiful, I’m ordinary. A nobody.” She shrugs her shoulders.
Anger flares through me at whoever has made her feel this way about herself. I won’t stand for it. My hand snatches out wrapping around her throat as I clench my jaw.
“You’re anything but ordinary, Angel.” Her eyes widen in shock. Running my thumb across her pulse, she relaxes in my hold. I stare deep into her eyes, willing her to believe the words I feel deep in my soul.
“You. Are. Everything.” I growl at her. “If they can’t see how beautiful you are, inside and out, they don’t deserve to be in your fucking presence. You understand me?”
She nods her chin, the look on her face is full of awe and wonder. Her eyes drop to my lips as she runs her tongue across hers.
The electricity builds between us. She looks at me like I’m her savior. The heady feeling is overwhelming and I want to devour everything she is.
An invisible field snaps, our mouths crash together devouring each other with such a fierce intensity it could set the room on fire. She’s intoxicating, a wave of heat flows through my veins lighting up every inch of me from the inside out, turning my body into a raging inferno. I’ve waited on this moment for so long and it’s nothing like I had even hoped. It’s more. It’s all consuming.
Tongues warring together, I fist her hair tilting her head back and to the side as I consume her very breath. Her whimper has me close to coming in my pants like a teenager. Pulling back, I rest my forehead against hers.
This whole time, I’ve been smoldering. But she’s my kerosene, reigniting a flame I thought was burned out a long time ago. One look, and I knew I was done for. But one kiss…I know without a doubt that together, we’d burn everything around us. And together, we’ll set the world on fire.
“Tell me what you need, Angel.”
Her lashes flutter open and I barely hear her breathy voice over my pounding pulse.
“You.”
Launching her backwards, I cradle her head and kiss her like my life depends on it. Pulling her shirt over her head, I feast on her body before her head hits the pillow. I should slow down, but I’m too far gone. I’m utterly lost in her now that I’m here. Her fingers run through my hair sending chills down my spine. Darting my tongue out, I lick her hard pink bud before sucking hard.
“You’ve captivated me from the moment I first saw you.” My eyes roam her soft curves and my mouth salivates, ready to devour every inch of her.
A heavy moan floats from her as she arches her back completely lost in our heavy lust. The sounds she makes, her writhing naked body playing perfectly into my hands will forever be ingrained in my memory. 
“I need you.” I rasp out. 
Gripping her soaking wet pussy, I thrust my fingers into her hot core working her higher. I watch in awe as her wet pussy gushes all over my hand.  My heart beats with frantic pulses through my body, needing her as desperately as I need my next breath. 
“More than you know.”
Standing up, I quickly shed my clothes, never taking my eyes off the naked goddess before me. Her hooded green eyes watch me prowl over her naked body, covering it with my own. Fisting my hard throbbing cock, I rub the tip at her wet entrance ready to claim what I’ve craved for so long.
“Cond…” She says breathlessly.
Slamming my lips onto hers, I silence her knowing what she was going to say. The word sends a spark of anger through me, I’ll never have anything between us. Thrusting two fingers into her, I work my fingers against her g-spot curling my fingers against it. Her eyes roll back in her head, her body arches into mine. Her breathy pants increase quickly taking her closer to the edge. Fisting the sheets, her head thrashes side to side.  Pulling my fingers free, I rub my wet fingers across her lips as she gazes up at me lost in her desire to cum. She opens her mouth as if she’s about to say something but I ward it off by slamming my mouth to hers. The taste of her soaking wet pussy on her lips drives me to the brink of insanity. My leaking cock back at her entrance, I thrust forward into her wet hot core. 
“Fuck, this is what heaven feels like.” Banding my arms around her writhing body, I want to keep her plastered to me. Skin to skin. Every day. All day. Her hard nipples scraping against my chest. Her tight pussy gripping me like a vice. Our bodies move and writhe together almost synchronized moving as one. Her moans fill the room around us. Her sharp nails digging into my back nearly driving me insane as I pound into her wet cunt harder and faster.
“I’m so close.” She moans out, throwing her head back. Tasting the saltiness from her skin, I lick up to the shell of her ear.
“Come for me Angel.” I growl at her.
Her pussy tightens around me and she comes beautifully soaking my cock with her juices and screaming my name.
“That’s it, such a good girl.” I purr at her. As she digs her nails into my skin, I give one last violent thrust into her and give into the blissful wet heat of her. My new home, my personal touch of heaven.
Collapsing down beside her, I keep my cock inside of her and pull her on top of me. Running my fingers up and down her back, I take in the feel of her body next to mine and I never want to be without this. This is where she belongs. On top of me with my cock embedded inside of her. Forever.
We lay there in silence until I hear her soft breathing telling me she’s fallen asleep. A smile plays at my lips at how fucking amazing it feels to finally be in this moment with her. Her soft body wrapped around me. My already hardening cock snug at home deep inside of her holding in both of our release.
My hips thrust gently, already addicted to her pussy. In and out, in gentle strokes, every slow thrust is torture but her breathy moan doesn’t escape me. Her eyes are still shut with exhaustion but her body responds wonderfully to me. Already knowing who it belongs to. Reaching between us, I work her swollen clit with slow gentle circles and smile smugly at the feel of her tightening pussy around my cock. My hips rock up into hers with a slow and steady pace not wanting to wake her from her delicious dream. She clenches around me and the need to cum inside of her again, to paint her womb with my seed, to see her pregnant with my baby sends me over the edge as I hold her hips flush to mine. Making sure every bit of my release stays inside of her, exactly where it belongs.
A peace like I’ve never felt settles over me. Savoring the feeling of her wrapped around me, I relax holding her close, not wanting the night to end. But this is just the beginning. There’s nothing that will keep me from her. There’s nothing that I wouldn’t do to make her mine.
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Rolling over, a smile plays at my lips as I quickly make my way to the bathroom. Wetness runs down my legs just as I manage to make it to the toilet and to my horror, I remember him coming inside of me last night. 
“He didn’t use a condom.” I whisper, staring at the wall ahead of me. He came inside of me and didn’t use a condom. Fuck. I don’t know this man from Adam and not only did I have sex with him but we didn’t use protection. Shit. Shit. Shit. I’m on the pill but still it’s not always effective.
Shaking my head in disbelief at my stupidity, I clean myself up quickly and wash my hands. I don’t hear his steps until he’s wrapping an arm around my waist pulling my body flush against his. My breath hitches and a moan escapes me before I can stop it. Rubbing his length against my ass he leans down kissing my shoulder gently sending goosebumps to rise across my skin.
“Did you sleep okay?” His gravelly voice immediately dampens the anger.
“Yeah” I smile and lean into him loving the feeling of being wrapped up in his arms. “Better than I have in a long time actually.”
“Good. Glad I could help.” His lips ghost across my skin. “I made you breakfast.”
“Hmm, that sounds good.” Is all I manage getting lost in his touch.
“Listen, if you think you’ll be okay alone for the day, I’ve got some things I need to do before taking you to dinner.” He says stepping away from me. 
“Oh. Yeah, of course.” I turn to face him, forcing a smile. “I’m fine, I’ll probably pack my things anyways and head back home.”
His body stiffens and he fists his hands before pocketing them. His intense gaze has me shifting from foot to foot. Capturing my chin between his fingers, he steps into me and runs his hungry gaze across my lips.
“Stay.” His husky voice forces me to clench my thighs together. “Have dinner with me tonight.” He places a soft kiss on my lips. 
“Oh. Uh.”
“It’s not a question, baby girl.” His tone so demanding chills erupt across my skin.
He sees the hesitation in my eyes, and his soften. “Don’t question it, let me feed you.” Cradling my face in his large hands he stares deeply into my eyes. “I want to spend more time with you. And I’ll be here to make sure you're safe and at the same time, get to know the woman that’s haunted my dreams.” He whispers.
His words confuse me somewhat but end up making me want to fall into his embrace.
“Okay, see you tonight then.” I smile shyly up at him.
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Laughter floats through the air. Conversation flows so easily between us. I’ve never felt so relaxed in someone’s presence before. He’s charismatic, funny, soft, caring, and yet holds a fearsome aura at the same time. There’s something hidden behind his many layers that screams danger. He’s everything I shouldn’t want but the inner me revels in his intensity. This man already has me caught in his web.
After dinner, we cuddle together in front of the fireplace talking like we’ve known each other forever. He watches me with such an intensity that it should probably make me uncomfortable but really, I relish in the way he stares. The way he studies me as if I’m something precious. The most precious thing he’s ever seen.
Tugging my hair, he pulls me closer. “You’re all I’ve thought about all day. I couldn’t wait to get back here to you.” He says winding his large hand through my hair, pulling my head back.
A groan leaves me when he begins to lick and nip at my throat working his way down to my collar bone.
“Actually, I’ve been thinking about you since the very first time I saw you. Haven’t been able to get you out of my head.” The soft lips whisper across my skin.
“Holden” I moan his name and his body visibly shutters. As if he’s under the same spell that I am. 
There’s an invisible connection between us that scares the living hell out of me. My throbbing pussy says to run with it and enjoy it while it lasts but my brain rings with alarms telling me to slow down. He roughly tugs my dress off and stares openly at my nakedness. My body flushes under his heated stare.
“It’s not fair I’m the only one naked.” I smirk at him.
His carnal look sends wetness down my thighs as he quickly undresses. He’s older than me but you couldn’t tell it by the shape this man is in. His muscular body on display, his long hard cock already leaking precum, the sight makes my mouth water.
“You want all of me?” He grits his jaw. His words almost sound like some hidden meaning but I still nod my head lost in the sight before me.
“Then you’ll have all of me.” His dark tone lights my core on fire. Picking me up, he places me on the floor, “just like I’ll have all of you.” Wrenching my legs apart, he doesn’t waste time diving in, eating me like I’m his last meal.
“Oh fuck!” I moan, throwing my head back in ecstasy. His fingers work inside me while his tongue licks me from clit to my dripping hole and back up. My hands fist his hair as I pull him closer, grinding my pussy on his face.
He groans and sucks hard on my clit, sending me over the edge. I’ve barely come down from my high before he’s thrusting into me to the hilt. A scream rips from my throat as he thrusts viscously into me, pounding me across the floor. The pain and pleasure mix as he hits deep with every forceful thrust of his hips. Threading his hand between us, he rubs my clit until I’m a shaking mess beneath him. My thighs quiver with the intensity building between us. In and out he ruts me into the floor and all I can do is hold on for the ride of my life.
“Come, Angel.” He growls as he pinches my clit. I cinch down hard on his throbbing length before coating him in my juices.
“That’s it,” He croons at me. “Such a good girl.”
His hips stutter as pushes deep and with a groan, he comes spilling his seed deep inside of me. My eyes widen as he slowly pulls out and watch as he pushes his release back inside of me.
“You came inside of me.” My eyes meet his. “Again.”
He narrows his eyes at me and grips my pussy roughly. “Yeah, and I can’t wait to do it again.” The possessive look on his face makes my hair stand on end. Swallowing down the unease, I raise up slowly unsure how to proceed.
“Look, we just met. I don’t know anything about you or your…past. I don’t know if your clean, you don’t know if I am.” I frantically ramble. “You didn’t even ask if I was on birth control or not. This was beyond irresponsible. Shit, this is not like me at all.” I panic, reaching out for my dress. “I don’t do one-night stands or whatever this is.”
An arm stops me and I glance up at him questioningly. He pulls me into his arms where he still kneels on the floor. “This isn’t a one-night stand and you know it. And I’m clean Angel, I haven’t been with anyone in years actually.”
“I am too.” I whisper. “I’ve only been with one other person and that was a while ago.”
He smiles down at me and starts to lean in to kiss me but I gently stop him with a palm to his chest.
“Birth control isn’t one hundred percent effective though.” His tongue darts out licking my neck. Nibbling on my earlobe, “Uh.. y-you know that right?”
A groan leaves me as his lips trail down my body, leaving a line of fire in their wake. His fingers swiftly dive in between my wet folds. “Oh shit,” my head falls back getting lost in the lusty haze taking over.
“I need you, Angel.” He whispers in my ear. “Now come sit on my face, I want another taste of heaven.” He growls at me.
“But you came inside of me. Isn’t that…” I ask hesitantly.
A squeal leaves me as he pulls me down to straddle his face. His wicked tongue sends my eyes rolling back in my head.
“The best fucking thing I’ve ever tasted? Yeah, and I want more, now grind that pussy on my face.”  
“Oh God.” I moan out, rocking my hips back and forth. “Okay, yeah. If you insist.” I say breathily all worries and other thoughts plaguing my mind are gone with his touch. 
Pushing my head down, so I’m laying on him skin to skin, I take his hard cock and stroke it slowly before he raises his hips meeting my rhythm.
“Put it in your mouth baby girl, I need to feel those sweet lips wrapped around my cock.”
The groan that comes from him when I swallow him down sends me closer to the edge. Grinding my pussy against his face, I bob my head up and down, tightening my lips around him. I suck hard. He thrusts his hips up the same time he pushes my head down holding me there enough to choke on his throbbing length. He thrusts his cock as deep as he can, shooting ropes of cum down my throat.
He bites my clit and I scream out around him. His growl keeps my orgasm going until I collapse on top of him, sliding him from my mouth.
His distraction works. All night long he wakes me up with either his face buried between my legs or lifting my leg up and sliding home into what seems to have become his new favorite place. 
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Hands roaming my body, I wake up to the feel of him pressed against my back. 
“Mm, a girl could get used to being woken up like this.” I smile sleepily peering over my shoulder at him.
“You deserve nothing less.” He smiles, pressing a kiss to my shoulder.
The words are just a few of many that he tells me that melts my heart. In only a week, this man has crashed through my walls and is already embedding his way into my heart. I was right about him the night we met. He’s just too good with his words and his body. He’s the kind of man that will shatter me when he goes.
Promising me he’ll see me tomorrow; he leaves and I immediately get to work on the cabin projects. Before I know it, the day is almost gone and my body sags with exhaustion.
Then I see a hooded figure move behind a tree at the edge of the tree line, and my stomach drops in fear. Running back to the cabin, I slam the door shut, making sure it’s locked. Choking back a sob, I grab my cell phone and call Holden.
“Angel? Everything okay?”
“No” I sob out. “My stalker, he’s back. I saw him in the woods. And I can’t find my keys anywhere.”
“Fuck.” He grumbles. “Okay, I’m headed your way but sweetheart, I’m a half hour away. Hang tight alright?” Before I can answer, the call drops and I look down at my phone showing I’ve lost cell service.
Terror claws at my throat. What does he want with me? Is he escalating or is it that I simply gave him the opportunity? How could I be so stupid to ever think I’d get away from him? I gave him the perfect opportunity by coming out here all alone. No service. No one to help me. I should have left already but no, I just had to stay for a man I barely know.
The sound of feet scuffing across the old porch has me running to my bathroom and locking myself inside. My body trembles as I climb into the bathtub and pull my knees up to my chest rocking back and forth. All while staring at the door for any signs of life on the other side.
After what feels like forever, the floorboard creaks on the other side of the door making me whimper. The knob turns slowly and I barely manage to choke back the sob of all-consuming fear that courses through me.
Realizing I’m cornered, desperation takes over. “Leave me alone!” I scream out just as the door jerks open and Holden barges inside.
“It’s ok, it’s just me.”
A cry of relief comes pouring out of me as he takes me into his arms cradling me, carrying me to the bed. He’s whispering sweet words and providing me with the protection of his large arms and his warm embrace.
“You scared me, when the call dropped, I tried calling you back but you didn’t answer.” He says with strain in his voice. “I worried the worst happened, and that I wouldn’t make it to you in time.”
His words tear my heart right open, and I palm his cheek staring into those deep brown eyes. “I lost service. I’m so sorry I worried you.” I whisper.
“Pack your things, you’re coming to stay with me.”
Rearing back from him, shocked, I say, “What? No. I’m not running. Yeah, I was scared but I refuse to let him run me off.”
His face reddens in anger but he grits his teeth and gives me a nod pulling me back into his arms like he needs me as much as I need him.
“I’ll stay here with you then.”
“No, you…” I try to pull back.
“Don’t argue with me on this. I’m not letting you out of my sight. I won’t let anything happen to you Angel; I promise.” His words are faintly familiar but there’s an underlying tone in his voice I don’t recognize. Too tired to think much of it, my body relaxes against his.
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The next day he leaves long enough to grab a bag of clothes and comes back where we quickly settle in together. Waking up next to him or better yet underneath him becomes my favorite part of the day. He still refuses to use a condom and likes to sidetrack me in many different deviant ways. It does bother me that he’s so careless but I guess he feels safe enough because I’m on the pill. 
The days blur into weeks spending as much time together as possible, living in our own personal bubble of happiness. There haven’t been any signs of the stalker since and to my surprise, he even managed to find my keys that somehow had dropped behind the trash can, onto the floor.
Our time together is dwindling down and I know I’ll have to be heading back to the city before the spring courses start in a few days. No one has ever made me feel this way and a part of me breaks knowing the end of us may very well be near. For now, though, I’m soaking up every moment with him. He’s constantly surprising me with sweet walks in the woods, dinner by the fireplace, taking me out to eat around town, showing me the area he grew up in. The more I learn about him, the more I love. But I can’t help the feeling that something is missing. Like he’s holding himself back, or maybe he’s keeping something from me.
Every time I try to talk to him about needing to start packing up, he’s quick to get me on my back, effectively side-tracking me with his tongue or his large cock. Not that I can necessarily complain about that part. He knows exactly how to play my body but I can’t help but wonder if that’s always such a good thing.
Waking up early for my last Saturday morning here, I ease out of his hold and slip on one of his tee shirts that falls to my knees. I quickly and quietly start packing my laundry knowing when he wakes up, it will be next to impossible. I originally planned to leave today, but decided I wanted to spend one last night with him and head out first thing in the morning giving me plenty of time to get back and get settled before classes start Monday morning.
Packing my toiletry bag, strong arms grip my hips pulling me into his muscular chest. His warm breath on my neck gives me chills in the cool cabin.
“Eager to leave me?” he asks with a dangerous tone I haven’t heard before.
“No.” I say with a sigh. “You know better than that. You’ve been side tracking me with sex so much, I haven’t been able to get my packing done. Thought I’d get it done while you were still asleep.”
He grunts in acknowledgment but stays quiet. The silence grows, almost choking me because I can’t read him today.
“You sure I can’t get you to stay?” He asks quietly. “For me?”
“Believe me, it’s tempting. But I’ve got school, I only have one more year left and I’ll have my degree. Besides, don’t you need to go back too?”
“I took a leave of absence.”
“Oh. Okay.” I’m unsure of what else to say. He’s not giving me much information and with him being so tense, I’m not sure I should push for any.
Turning in his arms, I let my hands roam across his muscular chest nervously. “Look, we’ve avoided this conversation but I think we need to have it.” His body tenses beneath my touch and his grip on my hips will leave bruises in its wake.
“I’ve enjoyed what we have. I really like you, more than I probably should. But I also know that the minute we go back we’ll need to pause whatever this is between us with you being a professor and me a student and all.”
“No.” He glares at me.
“I’m not risking your job Holden.” I glare back at him. And then my stomach sinks, “Is this it, then?” My eyes fill with tears even though I’ve told myself that this would probably be the end, I didn’t want to face it.
“No, this is just the beginning.” He says, narrowing his eyes at me. “Can I take you out tonight? I promise we’ll talk about it over dinner. But this is not the end, do you hear me?” He tilts my chin up and the steel behind his eyes tells me it’s the truth.
“That sounds nice.” I say with a small smile.
Grabbing my birth control pack, he takes one out and fills a cup of water before turning back to me. “Open.” He watches my lips automatically part for him. Placing the pill on my tongue he runs his fingers over my lips, down my chin, slowly. He wraps his large hand around my throat, gently holding me in place. The gesture brings out the submissive side of me I never knew I had. Immediately, I relax into his touch. Bringing the cup to my lips, he watches intensely as I swallow it down. I tilt my head questioningly but the hungry look in his eyes is clear.
“Good girl.” My eyes close at his praise and I barely contain a shudder from his intensity. Kissing me on the forehead, he steps back with a smirk and leaves the room to grab his clothes. “I need to do some things before our date tonight, I’ll pick you up at seven. Dress warm, temperatures are dropping with the winter storm moving in.” He says putting his boots on. A quick peck on the cheek and he’s out the door. Nerves flit through my stomach at the uncertainty of his behavior. A sense of foreboding comes over me watching him drive away.
The bright morning sky grows cloudy and dreary, growing darker as the storm moves in and the day passes by. A storm on the horizon like the one brewing between me and Holden. The winter chill seeps into the old cabin forcing me to keep piling on the wood in the fireplace as the temperature steadily drops.
The rest of the day I contemplate his moodiness while I’m packing up and cleaning the cabin. Maybe we need this separation, we basically skipped normal dating and early relationship stages, going straight to full on living together. Fuck, I screwed up. I completely got swept up by this man that I barely know all because I have a stalker. One that I haven’t even noticed or seen any problems from in the last two weeks. Huh. Weird. It doesn’t change the fact that I relied on Holden too much and now it could cost me my heart, all because we went too fast. Tonight needs to be the end for both of us until I’m done with school. Some space is what we need. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, right? If what we have is real and it’s meant to be, we’ll find our way back to one another.
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As we eat, I blink back tears thinking of the amazing time we’ve had together and not wanting them to end. In three weeks, he’s shown me what it’s like to feel loved. Adored. Wanted. I’ve always secretly hoped that someone could look at me and see the real me down to my core. And with Holden, I’ve never felt more seen and heard.
Before I know it, our plates are cleared and the waitress tops our glasses off before disappearing all together. The air suddenly changes around us and I know it’s past time we talked about me leaving tomorrow.
“We’ve been dancing around a particular conversation tonight.” I say softly, gazing at the table cloth in front of me.
Clearing his throat, Holden gets up and kneels down beside me, taking my hand in his. “Before we get to that, there’s some things I need to say. Spending these past three weeks with you has been the best of my life. I know it’s soon but I knew from the first moment I laid eyes on you that you were the one for me. Waking up next to you, I want that every day. Your beautiful smile warms me from the inside out and chases all my demons away. I know I want to spend forever with you. I love you.” Pulling a box from his pocket, I gasp as he pulls out a ring. “Hailey May Burnett, will you make me the happiest man on earth and let me love you for the rest of our days? Will you marry me?”
Tears fill my eyes. “I’m sorry, but no.” Shaking my head. “It’s too soon, Holden. This is crazy. You have been amazing and as much as I want to say yes, I can’t. I still have another year left of school, I don’t know where that would even leave us. We barely know each other.”
His body visibly deflates before tensing at my words. 
“Angel” the cold look in his eyes makes my gut clench in worry. “Think this through carefully. There’s no going back from this.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I narrow my eyes at him and try to pull my hand away but he holds tighter, refusing to let go.
“Don’t do this baby girl, please don’t make me do this.” He grits out breathing heavily.
Unease flares through me. “I think it’s time you take me back to the cabin.” I stand up and grab my coat. His eyes close and he drops his head with a defeated sigh and a slight nod.
“As you wish,” he mumbles stiffly.
The car ride is almost suffocating, the air is thick with angry emotions rolling off of him in waves.
“I think it’s best if we put some space between us. You are an amazing man that any woman would be lucky to have so I understand if you don’t want to wait for me until I’m ready to settle down.” My voice cracks. “Surely, you can see things moved too fast between us. I’m just starting to navigate my crazy life and I need to figure things out. Experience life.” The tears flowing down my face.
His hands fist the steering wheel so tight it squeaks under the pressure. His cold eyes finally meet mine. “This is far from over, baby girl.”
Dread settles over me at the venom in his words. Looking back out the window, my stomach sinks.
“Wait. This isn’t the way back to the cabin.” His jaw clenches, he keeps his stare straight ahead. “Holden, where are you taking me?” My voice trembles.
“Home.” 
“What’s going on?”
“You want to leave me and I can’t have that.”
“You’re scaring me, Holden. You can’t just keep me.” I say incredulously.
“Watch me.” He snarls. 
Stunned to silence, I watch as we finally pull up to large iron gates and a house that looks more like a mansion.
“You’re not a professor, are you?” My question remains unanswered as we pull into the garage.
Holding my door open, “Get out of the car Hailey.”
“I don’t know you at all.”
His glare burns into the side of my face. “You do. You just refuse to see what’s been in front of you the entire time.”
Grabbing me by the arms, he pulls me out and tosses me over his shoulder kicking and screaming. My body jostles with every step he takes, his shoulder digging into my stomach. A door is flung open and I’m thrown onto the bed before he disappears, locking me inside. 
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Days and nights pass in a blur as I’m locked inside my new cage. One very lavish cave from the feel of the amazing sheets I’m wrapped up in. 
The feeling of soft lips skating up my back rouses me from my deep sleep.
“Mm.” I moan arching my back into the touch. Two large hands knead my ass roughly, making me gasp.
“What the?” I jerk awake, startled. Trying to push up and roll over, I’m shoved back down on my stomach. Crying out, I fist the sheets and try to push myself up but a rough hand keeps me held in place. “Please... let me go. Please!” I desperately try to choke back the threatening tears.
“Never.” His familiar yet threatening voice sends my body shaking in fear.
“Holden?” Shocked, I try to turn to look but he keeps me pinned in place. “W-what are you doing?” I cry out.
His other hand skates between my legs and with a harsh tug, snaps my panties away. Diving his fingers in and out of my already soaking wet core, his breath skates across my skin “You’re so responsive to my touch even in your sleep. You always have been.”
His words are like a bucket of ice water thrown over me. “What do you mean I always have been?”
“You’re mine. From the minute I laid eyes on you, I knew you were the one. Watching you these past few months has been torture.  You’ve ran from me for long enough. I gave you a chance to make this choice willingly but sometimes you think too much.” The sound of him pulling his belt free sends me thrashing to escape his hold. “I’ve had to stay away to cool off, but you need a reminder of who you belong to.”
“No! Get off me!” Screeching at him, I kick out the best I can but he straddles my thighs and wrenches my arms behind my back, securing them tightly with the belt. Tears flow down my cheeks at his betrayal.
He climbs off of me, relief floods me but all too soon it’s cut short. Grabbing my legs, he pulls me so I’m bent over the bed. The heat from his body, warm against my cool exposed skin.
Rough hands run over my thighs and up to my ass cheeks, spreading them, exposing my core. Embarrassment forces me to bury my face into the sheet muffling my mortified cries.
“I don’t want this, not like this, Holden.” My voice quivers.
“Your soaking wet pussy says otherwise, Angel.” Gripping my hips, he holds me in place and thrusts into me to the hilt. A groan leaves me and like my body is on autopilot, I arch back into him. Not stopping, every punishing thrust grinds me harder into the mattress.
“Fuck I want to live inside this tight as hell pussy that was made for me,” he groans out. Running his hand up my spine to my neck, he reaches around and takes hold of my throat and pulls me so I’m flush against his sweaty chest. His other hand skims across my stomach. “I can’t wait to feel you pregnant with my baby. Growing the perfect miracle that’s mixed with both of us.” His thrust grows more urgent as if the mere thought is about to send him over the edge.
For the moment, it seems he’s forgotten that I’m on birth control, or I was until he decided to kidnap me. Regardless, I’m sure as hell not going to remind him so I keep my mouth shut, focusing on trying not to cum.
“I should have just taken you when I first saw you. But no, you and I are the same. We like to do things the hard way.” Shoving me back into the bed, his hand finds my clit, stroking in hard circles while the other keeps me pinned in place. My traitorous body arches back into him, needing more. “Say you’ll marry me and I’ll let you come.” He pants into my ear.
“Fuck you.” I say breathily.
A dark chuckle raises the hair on my arms. “Oh, I intend to.”
Pulling out of me, I groan at the loss of him. His fingers dive in gathering my wetness before he slides them up to my ass.
“No!” I yell trying desperately to get away. “Not there.”
“When are you going to learn Hailey, that when I say I want all of you, I mean it in every sense of the word? You’ll be mine in every way. Every single hole…” He thrusts his fingers inside of my virgin hole forcing a scream from my lungs. “My ring on your finger and my baby in your belly.” His other hand works my clit and my body relaxes into his touch. The spark of pain, igniting fire into something more. Slipping his fingers free, he pushes the head of his hard cock into me.
“Shh, relax baby, I know you can take me. You were made for me, now relax and let me in.” His groan sends shivers down my spine as he pushes in further.
“Fuck” he strokes my spine in a soothing touch, sliding in till his hips meet my ass. My breath hitches at the suddenness. “That’s my good girl.”
He pinches and tugs my nipples as he begins thrusting into me, and a moan escapes me before I can stop it. He chuckles against my skin. “I knew you’d like this; say you’re mine and then you can come for me.”
Shaking my head no, I grit my teeth and think of everything I can to keep from coming.
“Stop fighting this. Stop fighting us.” He purrs at me, slowing his movements.
“I can’t.” I choke out.
“Why? Because society says the timeline is wrong?” His hard cock slowly rocking in and out of me. “Because society says our age gap is wrong?” His soft lips skating across the back of my neck. “Tell me sweet girl, when are you going to start living for yourself?”
“I’m scared.” The sob catches in my throat. Turning to look at him over my shoulder, my eyes find his.
“And I’m scared to live this life without you, Hailey.” He brushes the hair back from my face. His thrusting, torturously slow. “Does this feel wrong to you?”
“No, it doesn’t.” I groan out.
“Then get out of your head. You’re standing in the way of your own happiness. You’ve brought me to life baby girl, now let me show you what it’s like to truly live.”
My body melts into his as I surrender to the feelings that I’ve tried to hold back. It’s time for me to live, for me.
“Show me then.” I whisper. “Make me yours, Holden.”
He pauses his thrusts long enough to reach for something and a buzzing sound fills the air around us before he pushes it into me. 
“Oh god.” I groan into the sheets. “Please…” I plead with him dangerously close to the edge.
“That’s right. I’m your god now. I’m your everything. Just like you’re mine. Now tell me you want this, baby, tell me you’re mine.”
“Yes,” I moan, arching into him. “I’m yours.”
“I love you baby girl.”
He pinches my clit, and I hurtle over the edge with a scream. “Fuck Hailey!” He yells, spilling everything he has into me.
Untying the belt, my body is pulled under the covers, and pulled against his. Home. That’s what it’s like to be wrapped up in this man, complete and utter content.
“You can’t deny how explosive we are together.” He strokes my hair tenderly. “We were made for each other sweetheart.”
It’s not long before the sounds of his soft snoring are heard. My eyes are heavy but the sudden vibrating from his phone startles me. Holden doesn’t move and realizing how late it is and that it could be an emergency, I ease out of the bed and stumble blindly before finally finding his pants. Pulling his phone out, I realize he’s missed a few texts. Curious as to who’s texting him this late, I click on the message, and am surprised his phone isn’t locked.
J: Did you want me to place an order for more pills?
J: My guy says he can get them by next week.
What pills? I haven’t noticed Holden taking anything. Scrolling through the previous texts, my stomach sinks.
He’s switched my pills and I could be pregnant.
In a daze, I tiptoe to the door silently. I test the knob and to my surprise, it opens. Throwing on his shirt that was left on the floor, I take one last look over my shoulder, seeing the monster for what he is. Laying there looking like the prince charming that I thought he was. Instead, it’s the Devil in disguise.
Shutting the door, I do the only thing I can do.... I run.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

HAILEY
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Snow falls heavily showing no signs of stopping. It's snowing so hard I can barely make out the trees in time as I dart past them. My feet sink into the freezing wetness with every step I take through the dark, cold forest. My breath fogs the air with each heavy pant. A sharp pain radiates in my chest and ribs when I inhale the cold air deep into my lungs. 
I keep pushing, running as far and as fast as I can. I can't stop. I won't. Running barefoot and in nothing more than a tee shirt in the middle of a snow storm is a death sentence. So is staying with him. Someone that wants to trap me by bringing an innocent kid into the world. If he's this obsessed, I'd never be free. Only to be confined with his wants and desires. He doesn't care about me. Just wants to own me, possess me. It was all nothing more than a ploy, a perception. He did anything to obtain me.
Lies. So many lies.
A sob breaks free when I can no longer hold back my tears. My chest feels like a lead weight sits heavily against it. I thought we had something. I thought he could have been the one. God was I stupid. You knew it was too good to be true. You took the chance and now this is the consequence.
My feet catch on a tree limb and before I know what's happening, my body is sent flying down the mountain side in a tumble. Head over heels, I roll before I finally come to an abrupt stop. The sound of rushing water greets my ears. 
Staggering to my feet, I lean against a tree to steady myself. Black spots coat my vision. Blinking some of it away, I'm staring at the edge of a cliff. No, I'm on the cliff. Scooting closer to the edge, I can’t see anything because of the heavy snowfall and the thick fog wafting up from the water. I’m standing near the edge of a waterfall that’s clouded by fog.
My heart beats rapidly. My teeth chatter as I hold my trembling body. From fear and the cold, it shakes violently against the breeze wafting from the rushing water.
I need to get off this cliff.
Looking around the mountain side, it's steep in the direction I just came from. If I stay on the hillside, maybe I can gradually make my way down and follow the river. Eyeing the mountain and feeling the cold seeping into my bones, I know my situation is dire.  It won't be long before hypothermia sets in. A blurry glance at my bloodied feet that I no longer feel tells me it more than likely already has. It takes everything I have to push my legs further but when I hear an engine, the fear sends them into overdrive. Darting through the trees, I stumble on with no feeling in my feet and legs.
“Baby girl, you should know I’ll always find you. There’s nowhere you can run that you can hide from me.” His voice echoes loudly somewhere nearby. “You’re mine and you need to start accepting that.”
A gasp leaves me. Oh God, no. Stumbling backwards, I run the other way quickly making it back to the edge of the cliff. Tears flow and a choked sob escapes me when his voice cuts through from behind me.
"You have to stop running from me, love."
“You messed with my birth control!” I shout. “Is there a line that you won’t cross?” I ask incredulously.
“No, there isn’t.” He says from behind me.
Turning around I meet his angry and yet concerned gaze. His stony look takes in my body as he releases a sharp breath. "You're willing to risk your life in these temperatures rather than be with me?" 
"You’ve manipulated everything to get your way so yes, if it means risking my freedom!” I yell at him with venom in my voice.
When I take a step back his eyes narrow on me.
He glances behind me, his eyes widening slightly as they take in my close proximity to the edge of the cliff. "Please, stop." His thick voice cracks, holding his hands up. "I just want to take care of you, to love you. Why won't you let me?"
"You don't love me, you're just obsessed!" Shaking my head at him, I back up another step to the ledge. 
"Angel, if you go over that ledge, I'll just follow you. There would be nothing left in this life without you in it. So, if I have to end my existence to spend eternity with you in another life, then so be it."
"You're fucking crazy!" I stare at him in shock. Tears trail down my face and my knees threaten to give out on me. Carefully, he takes slow and steady movements towards me like I’m a wounded animal. Looking over my shoulder, I contemplate one last time as I stare down into the dark abyss below.
Is this worth my life? And the baby I’m possibly carrying?
“You’re not thinking clearly.” Another hesitant step closer.
“You got me pregnant on purpose.” I state, astonished at the lengths he’s gone to. The man I fell hard and fast for has manipulated me at every turn. More than I ever realized. He had me so spun up in his web, there was never going to be a way out for me. It was always a trap. A trap that will keep me tied to him forever. This man desperately wants me tied to him in all ways and I find that I somehow both love and hate it.
He’s quiet for a moment then with a resolute nod, simply says, “Yes.”
“You want to cage me.”
There’s a nod of his chin, but his face softens. “Yeah, I want to cage you by my side for all of eternity.” He says softly. “But Angel, I want to give you everything. See you spread your wings and soar. I want to be the lucky bastard by your side as you do it. I want to see that light shine so brightly that when it’s too dark for me, you call me home. Back into your arms.” He brushes the hair away from my face. “Let me take care of you,” he places a kiss on my forehead. “Worship you, the Angel that brought the Devil to his knees.” A kiss to my cheek. “Let me love you baby girl.” He kisses my lips tenderly.
Never has anyone cared before or looked at me remotely the same way he does. He wants to devour me, own me. And fuck me if it doesn’t do something to me. He’s overwhelming, possessive, obsessive. Do I want to kick him in the balls? Absofuckinglutely. Do I want to drown in him and the feeling that he gives me that I’ve always craved? A love bordering on insanity?
Yes. I must be crazy because it’s exactly what I want. To feel so undoubtedly loved and cherished that I’m all he sees.
Isn’t that what he’s been doing?
So why am I fighting him? Fighting what’s between us?
A small smile plays across my lips as I step back to look up at him but my foot slips off the rocky edge and my balance is lost. A scream rips from my lungs echoing across the canyon. My stomach sinks to its depths at the unexpected fall. My arms flail through the air as I reflexively reach for anything to grab onto.
"No!" He screams, lunging for me.
My hand slides through the snow, desperately trying to find a grip. At the last second, my fingers find the rocky mountain edge stopping my fall. My body dangles over the steep cliff as sobs take over and my vision is blurred from the tears. I frantically hold on but my hand is slipping.
A scream tears out of me just as my fingers slip from the edge but a hand snatches mine, stopping my fall.
"You can't leave me," he grits out painfully. "I won't let you."  Pulling me over the edge, he pulls my body into his, cradling me like something precious. Sobs heave from me uncontrollably. I went over the cliff. I could have died; I could have lost our baby. Realization hits me with such force, my arms fling around him holding on for dear life. He continues to hold me tightly, rocking me back and forth soothing me, afraid to let go.
"You're going to be okay; I've got you.” He picks me up carrying me with little effort back up the mountain. 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

HAILEY
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Staring out the window, my heart longs to feel the cool winter breeze across my skin. I haven’t left the bed other than to use the bathroom. Even then, I’m carried like a fragile doll by the man that refuses to leave my side. He’s doted on me nonstop but has been surprisingly quiet. Entering the room, he silently sits the tray with my lunch on the bed next to me and pulls up a chair beside the bed. 
Staring at the tray, I have to know. “You’ve barely spoken to me.”
“I wanted to give you some space. You needed time to wrap your head around everything.”
“Thank you for that.” I tell him softly.
“Why did you do it?” His cracked voice shocks me.
“What do you mean?”
Staring at the floor, his jaw tightens and he fists his hands. “Why did you go over that cliff? Was it the idea of never being able to leave me?” His piercing gaze, burning my skin. “Or was it the idea of carrying my baby?” His voice cracks.
My body heats, anger flaring through me at his tone. My nostrils flare as I glare right back at his hardened eyes. “First of all, that wasn’t a choice. My foot slipped, believe it or not.”
Seeing the truth in my eyes, his body relaxes like he’s been carrying a heavy weight on his shoulders.
“Second, it’s not like you gave me a choice now did you?” I deadpan. I’m trying to keep my tone light but I refuse to lie about how I actually feel. “You realize you went about everything the wrong way right? The first time I saw you, I immediately felt the connection between us. There was never a reason for you to manipulate me in any way. Hell, I was falling for you hard and fast. Unless that wasn’t the real you…” My voice breaks as I look away from his intense stare, shaking my head in disbelief of all that he’s done. 
He drops his head in his hands with a sigh and reluctantly meets my eyes. “It was the real me. I may have manipulated situations, but I will always be real with you.” Taking my hand in his, he interlaces our fingers before placing a gentle kiss on mine.
“I know I messed up but honestly, I can’t say I’m sorry for that.” I try to pull my hand away, but he grips it tighter. “No, don’t do that, please. Look, I am sorry for how I’ve made you feel. But I’m not sorry that you’re in my home, in my bed and pregnant with my baby.”
Agitation stirs in me. “Of course, you’re not.”
His hand holds my cheek, stopping me from moving away from him. “You brought me back to life. You are everything I’ve ever wanted and could have hoped for but never deserved.”
My heart stutters at his honesty. He truly believes he never deserved love. He couldn’t be more wrong.
“I’m a selfish bastard down to the core. You bring out something in me that’s never been rational on any level. The need to consume you, to devour you until I’m all you see taunts me every single moment.” His lips ghost across mine as my breath hitches at his words. “I love you. I love you beyond what’s normal for the average person. But we’re not normal sweetheart. And that’s also what makes us perfect for each other. If you’d only give me a chance to show you how much I need you.” He places a kiss on my lips before he skates to my cheek. “I want you. To give you everything you could want in life. I just want to be by your side, to be able to love you. I know it’s wrong to ask this of you after all I’ve done, but please give us a chance.”
His hand rubs along my stomach. “The most important thing though is the beautiful life we created together,” he whispers, pressing gentle kisses across my skin. “I know you’re scared, but I am so freaking excited to see your stomach grow with my baby. I can’t wait to see what he or she looks like with your beautiful eyes and that devastating smile of yours.” He beams down at me. His eyes soften as he holds my face in his large hands. “Let me in, baby girl. Let me love you and cherish you both.”
His words melt me and tears flow down my face. Soft lips find mine. I want him and unwavering love and attention. I want to be consumed by him as much as he wants to be consumed by me. His tentative kiss makes me realize I want to be wanted, needed, and loved beyond a doubt. And sanity. 
Threading my hands through his hair, I pull back and gaze up at those mesmerizing brown eyes.
“Tell me.” He demands.
A small smile plays at my lips. He just can’t help himself. This is who he is. This is who we are. I nod my chin, a smile playing at my lips.
“Tell me your mine.” He demands again, softly. “Words baby girl.”
“We’re going to have to work on some of that possessiveness.” I say, raising an eyebrow at him. “But yes, I’m yours Holden.”

The End
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Snatched from the streets, I am taken, bound for the slave markets of Bleakness. 
I know my fate is desperate, so I run... straight into a huge, terrifying orc.
Now the wicked human overseer intends to punish me as an example. 
Until my orc turns protector. 
But the only way he may keep me is to breed me by dawn.






CHAPTER ONE

PIPA
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Green bastards, Blighten scum, and orcs. The orc hordes have many names, and every one of them fills me with dread. 
After many weeks on a ship crossing the Lumen Sea, I’m glad to see land. It is what comes after that I worry for as I take a rare moment above deck. My old clothes have turned to rags during the voyage, and the biting wind finds every gap. 
If I shiver, it is not only from the cold. 
In the distance, a great city rises from the horizon, all black and gray, twisting towers, and dull flapping flags. Bleakness was once a thriving seaport named Port Ardin, or so one of my fellow prisoners  told me. Then the Blighten came through, and those who didn’t flee were killed or enslaved. Years passed, and human slaves who showed loyalty to the Blighten cause were gifted power and position. Now they run the slave markets, snatching likely candies from the streets of cities and towns around the empires and beyond and ferrying them by land or sea to Bleakness, where they will be sold. 
I am one such soul, stolen from the Imperium capital, where I worked for a baker. An orphan after my mama died last year, I have no family that might miss me. The bakery where I found employment, offering food and simple lodging in exchange for my service, would have replaced me by now.
In big cities, folks disappear all the time. No one minds it unless the person is important. As I share the deck with a handful of other slaves, I see others just like me.
“Git back inside,” the human overseer calls, tapping the battered club he carries against his palm lest any of us consider mischief. No one does, and we hasten below deck, eyes lowered to the wooden planks. 
As we take the narrow stairs down into our section of the hold, I see him, the young orc with dark, endless eyes. There are only a few orcs on the ship, all big towering males with green or gray skin, tufted ears, and tusks. They are unquestionably brutish. I’d never seen an orc before they brought me to this ship, only imagined them from tales I’d heard over the years. 
I snatch my gaze away. Murl is his name. At least that is the word the others call him. For all I know, it could be an insult. His leather jerkin and pants are always clean, and his ax is neatly stowed at his waist, the blade covered in a leather sleeve. He is not quite as brutish as the other two, but if I think I see a softening in his gaze when it rests upon me, I know I am mistaken. They are cruel creatures who pray to the war gods of old.
Mama always said they had no soul. 
I can well believe her.
The great hatch closes, casting us into gloom, and the sea turns choppy as the wind rises. We roll one way and then the other until the clank of a great chain releasing tells me we have arrived at Bleakness. 
I look around the room, seeing the desolation I feel reflected in slumped shoulders and broken expressions.
A great creak above, and the hatch opens. “Up ye come, lest ye want a taste o’ me persuader,” the overseer calls. “Not too late to toss a trickster over the side.”
We rise, chains clanking as we line up and climb the wooden stairs for the last time.
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The wharf is noisy and crowded with humans and orcs. Carts create a drum against the wooden walkways as they trundle past, mixing with calls and banter between sailors and dockworkers and the caw of seagulls overhead. The smell of salt is familiar, but there are also the scents of fish, spices, smoke, and animals, for chickens and pigs are lined up in crates along the wharf where we unload.
I don’t see much more than a glimpse. We are hastened straight from the ship across the wharf into a great stone building and taken ever downward along winding stone passages with high ceilings under the flickering light of burning sconces. 
My mind sinks, disconnecting from my reality, and I become barely cognizant of my surroundings as I fall into despair with every step. At the bottom, we come to a junction with passages leading three ways. Here, we are separated. I’m the only young woman, and I’m taken one way, while the few mature women are led a different way and the men yet another.
I don’t like the separation. I don’t know the people well, although we have shared a few words and tales of our circumstances, but they are my last connection to my old life and who I was.
This moment feels significant, more significant even than the day they snatched me from the streets, kicking and screaming but easily subdued, my cry lost as a giant hand clamped over my mouth.
I know running is foolish, but I do, arms and legs pumping furiously. I feel like I fly down the corridor, turning left and right at random, the cries and pounding footfall of the overseer chasing me.
Then I run into a wall. No, not a wall, for there is leather over the stony hardness. 
The hardness moves, manifesting two great arms and meaty fists that seek to contain me—orc hands. I have run into an orc. A scent wafts over me, one I’ve caught only a tendril of before. Murl.
The orc I crashed into represents a safer place than the roaring overseer, who’s closing in, and I climb up his body like a monkey. Murl grunts, closing his arms around me. I tremble uncontrollably, sure I’m about to be beaten or killed for my flight.
Why did I run? I sob, no longer trying to escape the orc’s hold but pitilessly begging for mercy.
“Hand the bitch over, an’ we’ll see as she’s punished.”
I shudder at the coarse tone I recognize as the human overseer and his confirmation of my fate.
“Hold your fucking tongue, human.” 
I feel the barked command vibrate under my cheek, where it is pressed to Murl’s chest.
“She ran,” the overseer presses. “Need to make an example of her for the others. A good whipping always settles the bastards down. Let one git away with it, an’ no end of trouble on our hands.”
“No, please. I’m sorry.” I cling, confused that Murl hasn’t already set me down, expecting him to do so any moment, but also a little hopeful. 
“You’re not fucking whipping the lass,” Murl rumbles, his lisp pronounced. 
I shift, burying my nose against his throat, and clutch him even tighter, wrapping arms and legs around his great body.
“No exceptions,” the human overseer retorts. 
“She does need to be punished,” another deep, rumbly voice says. My eyes are screwed tightly shut, but I crack them open and take a peek, first left then right, only now noticing the two more orcs beside us are the ones from the ship.
The silence stretches, and my nose twitches against Murl’s throat. I am all tears and snot, but even so, he smells clean and musky, and it tickles the back of my throat. I’m filthy and making a mess all over him, but his arms remain locked around me, and he does not set me away. 
“You know the fucking rules,” the overseer says. 
“Do not preach the rules to us, human,” the orc to Murl’s right says. “But, Murl, you know the rule, even if this bastard oversteps his place to remind us.”
Murl growls, a deep rumble I feel all through my body where we are pressed together. It should terrify me, but it does not.
“I will take her fucking punishment,” Murl finally says.
My breath stills, and the air seems to crackle with the tension. I press my nose deeper against Murl. I want to bury myself in him, draw myself into his larger body, and make myself one with him, for that is the only place I might be safe.
“And what after?” the orc to my left asks softly. “You only delay the inevitable. Better she be punished and get it over with so she can learn the ways of a slave.”
“He talks sense,” the overseer says. “And I do not have all fucking day.”
“Uff!” 
I hear a meaty thud, followed by a dull thwump as the rightmost orc delivers his own punishment to the overseer. “Do not question us again, human, or you’ll find yourself on the slave block beside her.”
My life is hanging in the balance. I’m at the mercy of orcs, who, although reputedly merciless, appear to have more than the overseer. 
“Or you could claim her,” the orc to the left suggests.
I feel the tension ripple through Murl, and a spark engulfs me, sending a frisson of heat through my chilled skin. 
On the other side of the corridor, I hear the scrape and scuffle as the overseer rises.
“Claim her and breed her,” the leftmost orc continues.
“True,” the right-hand one agrees. “No one disputes a claim if there is a brat in her belly and your scent over hers. It would be the only way.”
“There would still need to be a punishment,” the left one points out.
“P-please,” I stutter. “I would do anything. I would be obedient for you, would take my punishment, if you would claim me and b-breed me.” I know not the nonsense that pours from my lips, but it’s like seeing a glimmer of light in a very dark place, and instincts are clamoring.
Murl does not hold me with anger. His arms are both strong and gentle. I’ve seen him looking at me, just as I have been drawn to look at him. My tears have stopped, but inside, I am wretched save for this one avenue of hope.
Maybe this is the Goddess’ will, or perhaps she has darker plans.
“I will take her punishment,” Murl repeats. “Then I will breed her and claim her. If the old gods are willing, my seed will take and she will be mine.”




CHAPTER TWO

PIPA
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What happens next gets lost under a hazy blur. I am put to my feet, then Murl hands me over to his two companion orcs. “Guard her well for me.” 
I tremble as he sets me away, wanting to throw myself at him, this orc who has risen to the highest, noblest status at the fact that he would take this punishment for me. There is no opportunity, though, for I am marched along the stone corridors and out into a high, vaulted chamber. Murl is stripped of his leather tunic, chained to a post, and whipped by a great bearded orc. His pale green back is soon bruised and flayed under the great orc’s command.
I start with every crack and sob as the terrible damage is administered. 
I should be dead by now, had they punished me thus.
I tremble, half blinded by my tears of pity that my actions brought this upon him. He endures in silence, save for the occasional huff of breath as the whip tears through his flesh. 
I cannot count the blows. They merge into a terrible symphony of misery, such that it comes as a shock when the great bearded orc calls a stop and Murl is released from the post. My breath is lodged in my throat as he turns, certain he must collapse, yet somehow, he holds himself, and his steps falter only a little as he stalks back for me. 
“Release her,” he says, and his companions obey instantly.
If he feels pain from the injuries, it is only shown in the tightness of his jaw. His dark orc eyes burn with a fever as he snatches me up and tosses me over his shoulder.
I hang limp, trying not to touch his wounds and sobbing, for they are all I can see. 
He marches out, boots ringing against the stone floor and echoing off the walls. We turn left and right, and a burning sconce is claimed in his fist before a door creaks once to open and again as it clatters against the jamb to close.
Dropped unceremoniously to the floor, I scramble to push the hair from my face and find Murl lodging the sconce in a slot upon the wall. The room is small, windowless, and dominated by a huge, orc-sized bed. A rough wooden table rests against the wall to the left of the door, bearing a pitcher and wooden cup.
When I turn back, I find Murl staring down at me, and his earlier compassion scoured away. 
I’m on my knees. Towering above me is an orc, a monster, and he’s going to breed me.
“Please, may I tend to your wounds, master?”
“No.” 
My chest heaves a little unsteadily as I take the male in. His expression may be cold and empty, but his eyes hold heat. His power over me and my fate are absolute. 
“You wanted protection, lass. Well, a beast has been roused. There is no going back. Tonight, I’m going to claim you.”
I do not doubt his words, nor would I deny him, although I admit to being fiercely intimidated. If I want his protection, I must please him and give myself over to whatever he wishes to do. 
He surprises me by holding out his hand, which is pale green and many times the size of mine. Small but lethal-looking black claws tip each finger. As I reach to place my small pale hand in his, the significance of my acceptance blooms. 
I want this—to be his, to be under his protection. How long we might have for him to get me with child, I cannot know, but it feels urgent that he does, for I’m not his fully until he has. 
His warm fingers close over mine, drawing me up from the floor. 
“I wanted you from the first moment I saw you,” he says, voice a deep rumble, “I make no pretenses otherwise. I may be young, but I’m an orc who knows my mind, only I couldn’t have you. That is the rule, unless we have coin, which I don’t. Still, there are ways around such matters, or so I’ve discovered. I must breed you before this night is over. I must fill your cunt with my seed and plant it deep to ensure it catches.”
I swallow, feeling heat creep over my cheeks, down my throat, and over the swell of my breasts. 
“It will be rough on you,” he continues. “While orcs and humans are compatible, there is no doubt it will be a struggle for your human cunt to take my cock.”
My gaze lowers to where his hide pants are stretched around his cock.
I blink a few times, only coming out of the daze when his hand cups my cheek. 
“Do not fret, little pet. I will take care of you.” Picking me up, he steps forward and drops me onto the huge bed covered in thick pelts. “Let us divest you of these clothes.”
Meaty fists grip and tear my dress down the front. I gasp, trembling and confused, only to soften as a deep appreciative rumble comes from Murl’s chest.
“Beautiful,” he murmurs, then the air is punched from my lungs as he lowers his beastly head and sucks my right nipple and half my breast into his mouth.
“I—Oh!” I wriggle, shocked by the suddenness, even as I flush with heat. I feel urgent, the tugging of his mouth on such sensitive flesh stirring nerves to life. He is huge and terrifying in every way, yet the sweet suckling sensation is sublime. My small hands dig into his dark hair, which is thick, and coarse under my fingers. 
I like this very much. Everything is rushing inside me, my blood pounding, and between my thighs, dampness gathers.
I twitch and arch a little. Murl plants a big hand over my collarbone and pins me to the bed before switching his focus to the other side, sucking and lapping over my stiff nipple until I am a limp puddle of feverish need.
His lips travel down, over my navel and the swell of my belly, nipping at my hips before he takes my thighs in his hands and opens me lewdly.
Panting, I lie in the tatters of my dress, glancing down against my better judgment to find him poised mere inches from my most intimate place. It’s too much, too fast, and a squeak escapes my lips as I try to snap my legs closed. 
They don’t close, for there is a beastly orc between them.
His dark gaze shifts to me, and a low, warning rumble emanates from his chest. 
Goddess help me, that terrifying sound makes my pussy clench, and a trickle of arousal escapes.
His eyes lower, and I know he is looking at the shameless mess I’ve made. 
“Good little pet,” he rumbles. “Getting all slick and needy for her orc master. Let us prepare you as best we can. I do not have a great deal of patience, for my need is too great, but I shall feast on your pretty pink pussy until I can abstain no more.”
Lowering his head, he licks me.
My eyes roll back in my head, and the urgency wraps me within a stranglehold. Perhaps this is a beastly thing, for I cannot imagine a human male performing such a lewd act. Murl licks and laps noisily, lashing my pussy with his big, black tongue, making me twitch and shake. I know not where I’m going, only that I am hurtling toward something.
“I… Oh, I’m—” An explosion rocks through me, my body seizing and my pussy pushing forth a great flood of slick as blissful waves consume my most intimate place. Open-mouthed, I moan, fisting his hair and riding his beastly face until, spent, I collapse to the bed. 
“Good pet,” he says, lapping up all my spend, but I am sensitive and try to bat him away.
He chuckles and tightens a grip. “Do not think to stop a hungry orc, little pet. I shall feast until I am done and not a moment before.” Then he does. I begin to fear he will never stop and I might expire from the pleasure. 
Against all reason, I take to begging him for his thick orc cock, which I only glimpsed the outline of through his leather pants. I convince myself that anything is preferable to this slow death by pleasure as I come apart yet again.
The torment stops, but I’m throbbing and tingling so much that it takes a while to register. I blink my eyes open to see Murl has risen and is stripping from his leather pants. His back is to me, and my chest tightens at seeing the damage done to him. It does not bleed anymore, but the bruising and welts are angry and raw.
Then he turns back to me, and I do not see the damage, only a fierce, proud male. My eyes lower to where his cock juts from his public bone, long, thicker and dark green near the base, and tapering to a reddish purple head. Beneath, his balls hang heavy and potent. 
I swallow as a trail of clear stickiness leaks from the tip. His scent permeates the air, and it makes me a little woozy…or perhaps I am merely high on all the pleasure he has delivered. 
“I-I…” I know not what I intend to say, for I am suddenly feeling nervous. 
His big hand closes over the shaft and squeezes the flesh as he slides his fingers toward the tip, catching the pre-cum pooling there. It is shiny like oil, and it has a strong spicy smell. My mouth waters and my pussy grows alarmingly slick, even as I tremble. How can it possibly fit?
“Don’t worry, little pet,” he says, crawling over me and lining up his monstrous cock with my entrance. “It will fit, and if it doesn’t, I will make it.”
He thrusts.
A cry tears from my lips, and I arch up from the furs. He has gotten no more than half of it in, I realize, a little mindless. Where will the rest go? Big, clawed fingers enclose my ankles, spreading them high and open, lifting my ass clear off the furs, and with a growling groan of pleasure, he begins to rut me shallowly.
“Oh!” The strain of taking even part of him makes sweat pop from my brow. My pussy, sensitive from the attention of his tongue, squeezes over the enticing fullness, hungry for more. 
He is pressing deeper with every thrust, and helpless like this, held spread before him, I have no choice but to receive him. Deep pleasure that floats upon the cusp of pain sets me spinning. “Goddess help me, it cannot fit.”
He does not stop. His face is a vision of savagery as he takes me, whether I can bear it or not. 
“I must,” he says, tone implacable. 
The magnitude of my situation becomes apparent in this dark, terrifying moment. I fear he is too big and cannot fit, and that he will break me upon his monstrous, beastly cock. 
When I struggle, he shifts, pinning me to the furs, taking my hips in hand, and powering into me. I am slammed on and off his cock in slow, measured thrusts that make our bodies slap wetly together. I’m taking all of him deep inside me, deeper than I thought was possible. Pleasure blooms ever wider with every thrust, unfurling a petal at a time, opening and opening, making me twitch and groan.
“My good pet,” he rumbles. “Look at my filthy little human, all open and taking your orc master so well. Come for me, little pet, encourage me to seed your womb so I might breed you and claim you as my mate.”
He picks up the pace in pounding strokes that set off explosions of pleasure and shuttle me toward that glorious destination where I come, spinning and gripped in heavenly contractions.
Roaring with pleasure, he fills me, jetting cum deep inside me, hips jerking and then grinding against me as he forces himself deeper still until we must be one. My heart pounds wildly in my chest, my pussy spasming around his hard flesh that I feel all the way into my belly. 
He comes and comes, holding me tightly to him, forcing me to endure more pleasure as he fills me with his cum. 
I breathe, but it is as much as I can do. My small hands lift to cup Murl’s otherworldly face, taking in the strong brows, the tusks, and broad nose. It is a compelling face, one I want to learn, even as I want to know the orc it belongs to. Head lowering, he presses his lips to mine. He is inside me, yet there is greater intimacy in the kiss and in the connection I feel when he does. 
We are joined in ways beyond the physical. If my life is soon to be that of a slave again, should he fail to breed me, then I want to savor this moment of togetherness and store it up for the darker days to come. 
No, I shall not think of tomorrow, only now and the male holding my life and future in his hands. 
He trails kisses over my cheek and down my throat, while deep inside, I feel his cock flexing, his hips rolling a little before he begins to thrust. 
“I already need you again,” he rumbles beside my ear. 
“Please,” I say, feeling all the potency and urgency wrap me up. “I need you too. Do not stop, I beg you. Do not stop until I am bred.”




CHAPTER THREE

PIPA
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I hear the door open and the rumble of voices before it closes again. A clatter follows as Murl places something on the table before returning to the bed. I want to ask the burning question, but I am terrified too. There is no night or day in this windowless room, yet I sense many hours have passed. 
Am I with child?
Must he rut me yet more?
Will the door open again imminently, and will I be dragged away as a slave? I want my happy ending so badly, and if I can only wallow here in these soft furs and let the aches of his rutting soothe me, I can pretend all is well. 
“Oh! What?” The fur pelt is snatched from my body, and cool air bathes my skin, making goosebumps spring up. Without preamble, he parts my thighs and spreads me open. I am utterly naked, and there is an orc between my thighs, his thick fingers parting the lips of my pussy as he inspects me. 
I blink, but the vision does not go away. 
“Please tell me I am bred,” I whisper. “I do not think I can take you again.”
“Be still, little mate,” he says, voice a gravely rumble that is already familiar to me. “You are bred for certain.”
Relief and heady joy wash over me at hearing his confirmation and that he called me mate, that I am his and safe, that he took the whipping for me and it was not in vain.
“Now,” he says, his tone that implacable one I have come to know well, sending a little shiver of anticipation through my body. “It is my right to inspect your pretty, pink pussy whenever I should choose.”
I bite my lower lip and steel myself to endure his tentative inspection. Worse, I feel his seed leaking out, for, despite the soreness, there is something about him seeing such an intimate place that makes me all urgent and needy again. 
“You have softened nicely, mate—all pink and puffy where I have used you roughly. I have some salve left for such a purpose, but I will need to have you again. It is better that I do, for only by filling you up often, and opening you for my pleasure, will you stay softened for me. Hold still.”
I twitch as a coldness is pressed against my pussy and carefully pushed inside. 
“Hold,” he rumbles, pinning me with a look that says there will be trouble if I do not.
I lie there panting, trying not to be aroused by such a shameful act of being tended to like this, yet very much aroused as he works the salve into me with his thick finger.
“Your claw,” I whisper, trying not to breathe and terrified I could be sliced open at any moment. 
“I shall keep a finger filed for such a purpose, as orcs mated to humans do. Besides, I am liking this opportunity to feel how soft you are inside, how hot and swollen your little pussy is. Clench, mate.”
When I don’t immediately comply, he pinches my swollen clit with the claw-tipped finger and thumb of his other hand. Instinctively, I clench. “Ummn!”
He begins to pump slowly, fingertips petting my clit, making me clench and gasp, and all the while, I’m trying not to come, for it would be shameful to come like this, with a huge orc thrusting his finger into me when he is only tending to my soreness.
“Do you need to come? Would you like me to get you off with my fingers before I fill you again with my big, orc cock?”
“No!”
“No, hm? Are you sure, mate?” He pumps a little faster, and I’m no longer feeling sore. “Should I stop then, if you prefer? If it’s too much for you.”
“I—Oh. Please,” I mutter.
“Please what? Please stop? Please don’t use your needy, gaping cunt for my pleasure?”
“Please don’t stop,” I say, not caring that I sound like a hussy, begging an orc to finger my well-used pussy, then fill me with his beastly cock. “Please make me come. Please fill me with your cock.”
“My pleasure, mate,” he rumbles. His thumb circles my clit determinedly, and that fast, I am rushing for the glorious cliff and tumbling straight over. 
I am barely gasping through the climax when his finger is gone and his thick cock takes its place. My mouth falls open on a squeal of pleasure as he buries himself to the root in a single, savage thrust.
I am gone, high on him, and coming as he bends my knees to my chest and pounds me into the bed. 
With a great roar, he fills me with his seed until it leaks between the cheeks of my ass and saturates the bed. 
I am messy and a little sore, but I do not mind. 
He withdraws slowly, grinning with pride as all the cum splatters out. 
“Oh, you have made me sticky,” I complain.
He chuckles and gathers me up, lying back against the furs with me sprawled over his chest, where he plays with my knotty hair.
“What will happen now?” I ask quietly. 
“Now, we shall go to Krug, the orc capital, where I live. There, I have a family, and you shall be safe. You are not the only human mate, for my brother took one last year and she has already had her first babe.”
I lift my head from his chest to peer down at him. “But I thought you were a slaver.”
His jaw tightens, and his eyes narrow. “I am no slaver,” he says. “I had need to travel, and it was the quickest way back. I hate the slavers. Our tribe has free humans and orcs, and they may leave if they do not wish to be in our service.”
“Oh,” I say inadequately. “I am sorry I called you such.”
“Do not mind it, mate,” he says. “How could you know otherwise? All Blighten are monsters to be feared, but not all are aligned with our leaders’ ways. Some would like for there to be change, but that is another story, and I would much rather consider the sweet little slave who is now my cherished pet and mate.”
“I do not know how I feel about the pet part,” I say seriously, feeling emboldened that he is not the monster I first presumed, for all he has a beastly face and bearing. 
“It is an orc thing,” he says, smirking, and then he rolls, taking me under him, where he stares down at me with heated intent.
My sore pussy clenches with interest.
“Why don’t we try and see how it fits, hmm?” His dark eyes glint with mischief. “It is a master’s duty to tend to his pet’s sore pussy diligently, several times a day.”
“Oh,” I say weakly as he spreads my thighs and tends to my pussy until I am limp with pleasure. 
As I lie panting and tingling, wondering at the sorcery of an orc’s tongue, I decide that I might come to enjoy life as an orc’s pet.
THE END

Thank you for reading MASTERED BY THE ORC. If you want to read the rest of the COVETED PREY series, then check out PREY.
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Liana’s plan was simple—find a way into the brothel where the surrogates were chosen, charm the king who had come to stake his claim, and with the help of a few herbs, fall pregnant. With a royal brat in her belly, she could ask for anything she wanted. But Liana’s plan didn’t include falling in love with the king, or that she would actually want the child she carried.  
Could she really betray the king she’s fallen in love with? And what about the child? The thought of putting it in danger sends daggers through her heart… and there’s also the possibility that she wouldn’t be allowed to survive the birth. What then? 






CHAPTER ONE
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I knew I shouldn’t be lurking in dark corners, but it was impossible not to stop. The royal herald was focused on his task, and the nails between his clenched teeth glinted in the early morning light.  
The canvas sack slung over his shoulder bulged with rolls of parchment and my fingers itches to snatch one for myself. He struggled with his hammer and dropped the satchel onto the cobblestone street to give him more range of motion. A roll of parchment tumbled out onto the ground and I inched closer. 
The crash of the man’s hammer against the first nail made me jump.
Three strikes echoed in my ears. 
Then three more for the second nail. 
A rooster’s strident crow made the man pause, but he turned back to his task and didn’t see me as I crouched low and snatched the parchment from the ground. 
With the previous scroll clutched tight in my fist I ran as fast as I could down the street and didn’t pause when the herald’s shout followed me down the narrow street.
I ducked into an alleyway and pressed myself against the uneven stone wall. The roughness of the hastily applied mortar bit into my shoulder but I barely noticed. I held my breath and counted the frantic beat of my heart.
He’s not chasing you, silly goose. Not for this. 
I’d just given him less work to do.
My smile felt like more of a grimace, teeth grinding together as I forced my fingers to unclasp and release the parchment. I checked over my shoulder to be certain that I was alone, but no one was awake this early… at least no one who cared what I was doing. I unrolled it slowly, flinching at each crackle of the parchment. 
A flake of golden paint fluttered down onto the sleeve of my woolen dress and I gnawed on my lip as I stared at the beautifully inked letters. 
These announcements were definitely official. I wanted to run my fingertips over the gilded and illuminated letters, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. They looked like what I’d always imagined the sacred scrolls kept in the oracle’s temple high above the royal citadel looked like. 
Too fine for someone like me to look at. 
That’s what Mistress Beyra always said. 
But she said that about everything. 
What if this was what I was meant for?
“His illustrious Majesty, Venali Leonan seeks a loyal subject to bear his child.” 
I said the words slowly, my voice hushed and reverent as I struggled to read the words. I could read well enough, but the words were inked in a fanciful hand and the swirls and flourishes added to the letters made them difficult to read with confidence. 
I frowned at the page as I whispered the words. 
“Bear his child.”
It seemed simple enough. The three kings of Kraterra, powerful royal brothers born of surrogates chosen from the women of the kingdom. The women would be faithful servants of the kingdom. Hopeful beauties. High born fae looking for power and influence. 
And me. 
To be chosen by the king was a singular honor. 
It was a tradition that had been passed down for generations. 
Three kings who would take no wives and seek their heirs elsewhere. 
I swallowed hard and focused on the words. 
“His Majesty will choose his surrogate on the eve of the Feast of the Stars—”
My stomach knotted unexpectedly. 
The Feast of the Stars was only a few days away. 
My hand tightened on the edge of the parchment and I cursed as I released my grip and tried to smooth out the deep creases I’d made in the fine paper. I rolled it up as tightly as I could and winced as I realized flecks of gold paint had stuck to my fingertips. 
I tucked the scroll into a pocket in my woolen skirt and brushed my finger against the rough fabric to brush away the remnants of the paint. 
The king would make his choice in a few days’ time. I had to work quickly. 
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“What do you know about the royal surrogates?
The question was stupid, and I could taste it on my tongue as soon as I said the words. 
The woman who peeled potatoes next to me snorted. 
“You mean you don’t know?” 
I shrugged and picked up another potato. “What’s to know?”
“You’re a fool if you don’t,” she snapped. 
“Maybe I’m a fool.”
“I could have guessed that for free.”
I glared at the water in the metal pail between my knees. So many potatoes. I didn’t even like potatoes. My hands were wrinkled and ugly from the water, and my fingers were numb from the cold. The Feast of the Stars couldn’t come at a worse time. Winter festivals were always terrible for servants. 
The lady of the house would have a magnificent party and the wealthy and powerful guests would be uncountable. I wouldn’t see any of them, of course… I wasn’t even permitted to touch the finished delicacies and plates that would be taken up to the banquet hall. 
I should have been grateful that I’d been given a paring knife with a handle made from the pearls collected from the inland sea that lapped against Kraterra’s western shore. At least that’s what I’d been told. 
“Please,” I whispered.
The woman next to me sighed. 
“You’re just like every moon-eyed girl in the Citadel's shadow.”
“I’m not,” I muttered and dropped another potato into the bucket. The water splashed over my knee and I frowned at the stain as the cold, salted well-water soaked into the cloth and sent a shiver up my spine.
The woman chuckled. “What do you want to know?” The glint in her eye was the only encouragement I needed, and I leaned forward. 
“Everything,” I whispered. 
Her eyebrow rose slightly. “Where are you from?” she asked. 
“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “But I’m here now.”
“Mmm… I don’t know.”
“Please,” I begged, all thoughts of shame or pretense were shoved away in my desperation. “I want to know. Why would any woman volunteer for... That?”
The woman eyed me carefully as she peeled a potato with expert precision and tossed it into my bucket. The cold water splashed up and hit my cheek, but I didn’t flinch away. 
She shook her head. “If I were a younger woman…”
“Would you have gone?” I asked quickly. 
“What woman wouldn’t?” she scoffed. “I was a beauty in my younger days, I could have turned the eye of a king.”
I could see it… Even though she was well into the winter of her life, the woman peeling potatoes next to me in the kitchen yard had bright golden eyes and silver-gray hair that fell in a thick braid over her shoulder. The lines around her eyes were laugh lines, and her smile was quick and bright.
“So why didn’t you try?”
She shrugged casually. “It’s all about who you know, girl,” she scoffed. “It takes more than a pretty face to qualify. They’re not just offering a night with a king, it’s more than that.”
“So… what happens? If they’re chosen?”
“A life of luxury, so I’m told,” she sighed and dropped the potato she held into the bucket. Water splashed again and soaked into my dress, but I didn’t care. “It’s a rare thing to be chosen as a royal surrogate. I dreamed of it for years, but then life stepped in.” She pointed her peeling knife at me. “But don’t you go getting any ideas. You’re not fit for that—”
A flare of indignation rose up inside me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
The woman laughed as I stood up. Water splashed on the ground as I knocked the bucket aside with my boot. 
“Don’t take it personally, girl. That life’s not meant for the likes of us.”
“We’ll see about that,” I snapped. 
Stupidly, perhaps, I’d been hoping for an ally, or at least a voice that would confirm what I believed — that I could be chosen.
That I could leave this life behind. 
But what the older woman had given me was a glimpse of the answer I sought. The royal surrogates were well treated and lived in luxury after their duty to the Jeweled Throne was complete. There was no expectation of a relationship, or service to the king… just a life of blissful excess and ease. 
That was what I wanted. 
A child was a small price to pay. 




CHAPTER TWO

[image: image-placeholder]

The apothecary shop was small, but the dirty windows were crowded with a jumble of bottles and scrolls that filled me with a delicious sort of nervousness that twisted low in my belly.  
There was no bell over the door, and the hinges creaked loudly as I entered. The roughness of the wood but into my fingers as I pushed hard against the door to open it wider. 
The crackle of parchment and the clatter of falling bottles made me flinch. The room was piled high with crumpled pieces of parchment, bundles of crumbling herbs, and mysterious bags and pouches all covered with a thick layer of dust. 
I coughed and blinked hard to keep the swirl of it out of my eyes. 
“Hello?”
I whispered it, almost hoping that the shop was empty. Nervousness could give way to fear in an instant. 
I swallowed hard and stepped into the shop. The door swing closed behind me as soon as I released my grip and I scrambled out of the way as it slammed closed and a small avalanche of parchment and bottles cascaded to the floor. 
“What are you doing?
The voice was commanding, but as brittle as the parchment that littered the floor. 
Cheeks burning, I scrambled to push some of the mess back into the pile behind the door, but it slipped didn’t around me and only made matters worse.
How was I going to get out?
“I— I’m sorry,” I stammered as I pushed at the parchment tower again. “I thought you’d be able to help me.”
“With what,” the voice snapped.
I gave the parchment one final push and winced as another bottle tumbled down and rattled across the uneven floorboards. With a grimace, I pulled the royal notice out of my pocket and held it out as I strode toward what I hoped was the shop’s main counter. 
“I have this,” I exclaimed. “I want to be chosen as a surrogate.”
Dusty laughter echoed in my ears and I glared at the parchment covered counter. “Tell me why I can’t,” I demanded. 
A slender hand emerged, fingertips stained black with ink, and pushed a stack of scrolls off the counter. I don’t know why I’d expected someone… different to own a shop like this, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. 
The shop had a distinct flair that I should have recognized immediately. Collections of bottles and scrolls, piles of glittering objects, mysterious casks and boxes, bound in iron to keep fairies out, all of it covered in cobwebs and a thick layer of dust. 
A goblin with silverblue rings fastened to its long dark hair stared back at me with large, defiant eyes that shone silver in the dim light. 
It was impossible to know how old goblins were unless they told you, and their secrets cost more copper coins than I would ever possess.
Ink-stained nails tapped on the stained wooden counter as the goblin stared at me, calculating. 
“Well?” I choked out. 
“You look young enough,” the goblin said. “Are you fertile?”
“I— How should I know?”
His mouth curved. “Have y’had a babe?”
I made a face. “No.”
“A serving wench, then.” It wasn’t a question. 
“I work for Lady—”
The goblin held up a broad hand. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Can you help me?”
The goblin leaned on the counter and beckoned me forward. I complied with halting steps and flinched as the creature snatched the royal announcement from my fingers. He read it carefully, glancing up at me every so often, and I fidgeted as I waited. 
“Well?”
He rolled the parchment carefully and handed it back to me. “Why should I?”
I hadn’t thought of that. I only had a few coppers in my pocket. Not enough to buy anyone’s silence, or help. 
“Can you just… What if I just bought some herbs and you pretend you didn’t see me?”
The goblin’s dark brow rose. “It takes quite a lot for me to forget a face. Especially a beautiful one.”
“I just—” I shoved the parchment into my bodice and fumbled in my pocket for the coins that I’d brought. They clattered on the rough wood as I threw them down. “What can you give me?”
His tongue clicked as he looked at the coins and then back at me. “Advice.”
I grabbed for the coins, but he swept them out of sight before I could snatch them away. 
“It’s not enough to want to be a surrogate,” he said. “What was your plan? Overdose yourself on some tea to open your womb and then, what, throw yourself at the Fae King when his carriage passes by and hope to catch his eye before you’re trampled under the hooves of the royal horses?
I glared back at the goblin. 
“No.”
“So you didn’t have a plan?”
No.
“I—”
The goblin chuckled and shook his head. “You have to be chosen,” he said. “The Lords of the Jeweled Throne choose their surrogates carefully. To even be considered is a great honor. Surely even someone like you would know that.”
“I do,” I whispered. 
Furious tears pricked my lashes, and I blinked them away. I was angry now. Mostly with myself. How could I have even hoped that I would be chosen?
A kitchen wench as a royal surrogate.
How ridiculous. 
No wonder the only other woman I’d told about my ambitions had laughed at me. 
“Do you even know where the surrogates are chosen from? And how much the wealthy families pay to have their daughters put forward for the king’s scrutiny?”
I shook my head and stared at the dusty floor. An emerald green beetle crawled across a scrap of parchment and disappeared into a crack between two floorboards. 
A desperate wish that the building was full of wood-boring beetles and that it would crash down on my head at that very moment flitted through my mind and the goblin chuckled.
“It’s a brothel, you know.”
“A what?” 
The goblin’s silver shadowed eyes glinted in the weak light. “The place where the king chooses his surrogates.”
“Oh.”
“You thought they would be taken to the citadel?”
“I— I don’t know.”
“Of course. Why would you?” The goblin sighed. “The announcements never reveal the sordid details.” He held up three long fingers. “The king will choose three young women.”
“Three,” I blurted out. “But—”
“The king isn’t looking for love, little one,” the goblin said. A silverblue glint was revealed in his quick smile. “The vessel is not important. Only the child.”
“That’s why I wanted the herbs,” I said slowly. 
Why hadn’t he told me to leave?
“Ah, but what does it matter how ripe your womb is if you can’t catch the king’s eye?” the goblin asked. 
His ink-stained fingernails tapped on the rough wooden counter. 
Suddenly, it dawned on me. 
The right question.
“But— could you get me into the brothel?”
The goblin’s eyes glinted. “Perhaps.”
“Whatever price—”
“You have nothing I want, girl,” he snorted. But my heart lurched in my chest as he looked me up and down once more and leaned his elbows on the counter. “However…”
“However?”
“I might know someone who would be interested in your… ambition.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. “What do I have to do?”
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Well, then I could bear anything. 
Every morning before the sun came up, and each night when all the lights in the house were out, I read and re-read the royal proclamation. And twice a day I grimaced as I drank my tea. When all the herbs were gone, it was time to meet the goblin’s associate. 
Dawn was pale and gray, and cold. Winter was on the edge of the wind, and I had no intention of spending the most brutal months of the year working my fingers to the bone. 
Not this year. Not next year. 
Never again. 
“Midnight at the Monarch,” I whispered as I tossed the empty paper packet onto the coals that glowed in the remnants of my fire and gulped down the dregs of the last cup of tea.
It was difficult enough to perform my duties with any sense of urgency on a regular day. But now that my mind was fixed on the day I would meet whichever shadowy figure would change my life… it was so much harder to concentrate.
I did my best to keep out of sight, and keep out of everyone’s way as much as I could. It didn’t mean I escaped every abuse hurled my way, but I escaped the ones that could have meant I would miss my appointment. 
The Monarch. 
A brothel, of course, but one of the best establishments in the city. I’d seen the women who worked there—gloriously ethereal creatures with glowing skin, rippling cascades of thick hair, straight white teeth… graceful beauties from all corners of the kingdom. 
A fortunate few. 
And I wanted to be one of them. 
More than anything. 
Midnight. 
I crept through the streets and hoped that I hadn’t been followed. If I was discovered now, everything would be ruined. This meeting was my chance to get my foot in the proverbial door, and I was willing to do anything to get through. 
The goblin had said something about being examined… but I didn’t know what that meant. Would I be poked and prodded with medical precision, or was it something more… sinister?
The Monarch was well lit, and that made me even more nervous. Torches burned in niches in the stone wall that surrounded the building and expensive candles made from the perfumed wax of the silverbees that hummed in the wildflower fields beyond the city walls burned in every window. 
I had only smelled those candles once in my life and I vowed to have them burning every hour of the day when I was made a royal surrogate. 
I had spent every single gold coin already in my mind. 
There was no sense in being frugal. I would have more money than I would ever know how to spend. Why not be extravagant?
I smiled as the thought of being in a room filled with soft candlelight that smelled like a summer field filled my mind. Anything was preferable to shivering under a thin blanket in a hut that let more snow in through the chinks in the wood than it kept out. 
The street wasn’t empty, but I couldn’t wait any longer. 
Drunken melodies and laughter floated on the chill autumn air, and I rushed across the street toward the elegant building. The carefully carved and painted wooden sign swung on golden chains over the wide doorway. 
I hesitated for only a moment before I knocked on the door with a firm hand. There was no time to be shy. 
The door opened almost instantly, and I jumped back as a broad figure filled the space. Dark eyes glared down at me, and then the man’s expression softened, but only a little. 
“Servants go around the back, girl,” he growled. 
My shoulders straightened. This was my last chance to run away. But I hadn’t drunk that foul tasting tea for nothing. “I’m not a servant,” I choked out. “I’m here to see Artin.”
The man smirked as he looked me up and down, and then the door closed in my face with a resounding thud.
“Hey!”
I smashed my fist against the door. 
The door opened again and a different man, older than the first, and with a leaner bulk. He still towered over me.
“I was sent by Tannyl,” I blurted out. “You have to let me in. I’m here to see Artin!”
“Are you just,” he said. His smile was sly as his gaze slid over me. “And why should I let you in?”
I glared up at him. “I was told to come here at midnight— I’m here. Let me in.”
I glanced over my shoulder, suddenly nervous that I might be seen loitering in the doorway of a brothel when I should see to my Lady’s instructions for the kitchen staff for the morning…
“Please,” I hissed. “Let me in.”
The man’s mouth twisted in a shadow of a smile before he opened the door wide enough to allow me to dash inside. I had to brush against him as I did so, and his chuckle made my cheeks burn. 
I was grateful to be inside and away from prying eyes, but I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do now. 
“Tannyl sent me,” I stammered, and pulled the piece of parchment the goblin had given me from a pocket in my cloak. I held it with a shaking hand and the man snatched it out of my grasp and read it quickly. 
“Sent you to what?” he asked. 
I blinked at him in surprise. “To— I’m supposed to ask for Artin. That’s all I know.”
“You’re at a brothel at midnight,” he said as he stepped closer. He was roguishly handsome in the soft light from the lanterns. With dark hair that swept over his forehead and a scar that marred his left eyebrow and disappeared in the hair that covered his elegantly pointed ears. 
“What usually happens to beautiful girls in brothels?” he murmured. A long-fingered hand stroked along my cheek, and his thumb brushed over my lower lip. 
I knew what happened at brothels. 
Was this the examination?  
It couldn’t be. 
I pushed his hand away and ignored the heat that flared in my stomach at the gentleness of his touch. I’d only ever known roughness, but I wasn’t here for this… 
“I’m here to see Artin,” I repeated firmly. “I want to be a royal surrogate, and you don’t look like any king I’ve ever seen.”
Anger flashed in his dark eyes, but only for a moment. “A surrogate,” he said. “You don’t look like the kind of girl who usually has such ambitions.”
I lifted my chin. “And?”
His chuckle made my throat tighten. 
“And nothing,” he said. “Follow me.”




CHAPTER THREE
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He shoved the parchment back into my hands and strode down a stone corridor. I hurried to keep up with him and wondered if I’d insulted him — did it matter? Had I passed a test?  
“Wait for me,” I hissed. 
“Keep up,” he called back. 
A wooden door opened, and I stumbled on the uneven stones. He stepped into a room lit with elegant lamps, and the smell of the silverbeeswax filled my nostrils and made me feel a little dizzy. 
Intoxicating. 
That would be my life. When I was a royal surrogate, that exotic scent would follow me everywhere. 
The young man’s handsome face peered back at me. “Hurry up, girl. Don’t keep Artin waiting.”
I swallowed hard, wiped my palms on my bodice, and walked toward the room with as much boldness as I could manage. They didn’t have to know I was afraid. 
Was I afraid? 
Of course I was. 
No one knew where I was… if something happened— 
Stop it. 
Walk.
I didn’t look at him as I entered the room, but he chuckled when I flinched as the door slammed shut behind me. 
A woman with long dark blue hair sat at an elegantly carved wooden table piled neatly with stacks of scrolls, parchment, green glass inkwells, and long quills made from fanciful feathers of birds I’d never seen before. 
My mistress’ most expensive quills were made from ruffed pheasant feathers and I only knew that because of the hushed tones that the other girls spoke in when they described the finery, they were permitted to dust when they entered her bedchamber.
“Artin?” I said. “I was sent to see you—”
“I know,” the woman said, but she didn’t look up from the letter she was writing. “Royal surrogates. I didn’t realize how quickly the months were passing until the proclamations were sent out.”
She set down her quill with a heavy sigh and dusted the parchment with fine sand before handing it to a servant who stood nearby. 
The young man who had brought me to her lounged against one wall. I didn’t like the way he watched me. His eyes were hungry.
A weirwolf looking for a meal. 
“What’s your name, girl?”
“Liana,” I replied. 
The woman made a face. “I see. You have Tannyl’s recommendation?”
I pulled the parchment out of my pocket and held it out. Artin crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me. Feeling like a fool, I stumbled forward and dropped it on the table in front of her. 
She picked it up with two fingers and frowned delicately at the goblin’s deceptively beautiful script. 
“And what did he tell you?”
“About what?”
“About— Nothing? Did he tell you nothing?”
I swallowed hard. The scent of the candles was making me feel dizzy. But I couldn’t remember if I’d eaten anything that day… 
“He gave me some tea,” I choked out. “I want to be a surrogate.”
“Yes, I gathered that,” Artin said with a small smile that faded away so quickly it was as though I had imagined its presence. “And you drank it all?”
“Down to the last leaf,” I replied quickly. 
“Good. Then you will be ripe,” she said. 
She rose from her seat and crossed the room to drop the piece of parchment into the small fire that crackled in the hearth. 
“Ripe—” I whispered. 
“Yes, of course,” Artin said smoothly. “What good are you to the Kings of the Jeweled Throne if you cannot bear a child? They need you to be fertile. You will have a month to prove your worth. And you will not be the only one vying for the king’s attentions.”
“I—”
Artin moved closer and trailed a hand over my shoulder. She unpinned my cloak, and I forced myself to stand still as it dropped to the floor. Artin dragged her hand through my hair and frowned at the tangles before she gripped my chin and gazed into my eyes. 
It would have been easy to look away, but I couldn’t. Her eyes were clear and a hypnotic shade of gray that I had never seen before. 
“Good skin,” she mused. “The hair could use some work, and she smells like a stable lad.”
The servants covered their laughter with their hands, and the man who had brought me into the building chuckled in agreement. 
Artin’s scrutiny traveled down my body, and I flinched as she rubbed her fingers over my collarbone. 
“Hold her,” she said briskly. 
The angular, dark-eyed man did as commanded, and I wondered if he did it with any enjoyment. His fingers closed over my arms and held me in place as Artin pulled up my skirts. I sucked in a breath as her warm palms rubbed over my thighs and brushed dangerously close to the juncture of my thighs. 
“What—”
“Be still,” she hissed. 
“What do you think?” the young man asked. His mouth was close to my ear, and the depth of his voice made me shiver.  
Artin frowned as she straightened and rubbed a careless hand over my breasts before she tugged at the laces of my bodice to expose my bare flesh to the room. My cheeks burned, and I struggled in the man’s grip. 
Warm hands rubbed over my breasts and pinched at my nipples, which hardened to dark pink peaks. I bit my lip to keep from swearing at her, and Artin’s pale eyes flickered to mine. 
“The tea has done its work,” she said. “She may as well be in heat.”
“Delicious,” the young man murmured. 
I squirmed out of his grasp and grabbed for my bodice to re-tie it. 
“She’s fiery,” Artin said as she walked back to her table and took her seat once more. “The king will be pleased to have a bit of a challenge. Has he ever taken a servant before?”
“Not in a place like this,” the young man said. I could feel the smile in his voice, but I refused to look at him. He didn’t deserve my anger. 
“She’ll need to be bathed,” Artin said. She pulled a scroll from one of the piles at her elbow and picked up a quill that matched the color of her hair. The nib scratched across the parchment. “Take her upstairs.”
“As you say,” the young man replied. 
“Not you, Jaren,” she snapped. “She’s not for you to play with. She’s royal property now. Unless the king decides he doesn’t want her.”
“What happens then?” I choked out, scarcely able to believe that my plan had worked. 
Artin looked up briefly. “If the king doesn’t choose you, you’ll be tossed out into the street where you belong.”
My jaw clenched. I don’t know what I’d expected her to say, but it wasn’t that. 
My mistress would never allow me back to the house, especially because I’d disappeared without a word. There was no one I could send a message to—no one would care. They would say I’d run away. 
I grabbed my cloak from the stone floor and held it tightly to my chest as one of the servants came forward and took hold of my elbow. 
“Come with me, girl, we’ll wash the stables off you,” the woman said brightly. 
All I could do was stumble along beside her. 
Jaren opened the door, and I made the mistake of glancing at him as I passed. His wink chilled me to the bone, and I didn’t like the sharpness of his smile. 
I would have to watch out for him. There was no telling what he might do… and the confirmation of my ‘ripeness’ only seemed to make him more interested in what I had to offer. 
Despite the danger he presented, he was handsome enough that on any other day, I might have considered it. 
But I wasn’t here for any diversion… I had a purpose. But as Artin had made very clear, my new status was a precarious one, and if I wanted to keep my new position, I was going to have to be on my guard. 
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Two days. 
Two days of pampering, scrubbing, oiling, scraping, massaging, and curling had changed the person I saw when I looked in the silvered mirror that sat on the vanity table in front of me. The room was sparsely decorated, but it was finer than anything I’d ever been in. The bed was heavenly, and the women who had brought me there said that I’d slept for longer than anyone else who had come to the Monarch. 
I stared at my reflection and touched the jeweled chain that had been draped across my forehead and wound through my hair to hold it back from my face.
“His Majesty is coming today.” The bright voice of the woman who had brought my breakfast announced from the doorway. “Artin will want you looking your best, and I’m to remind you to be on your best behavior.”
“Best behavior?”
I didn’t know how to act in front of a king. “Are you going to teach me how to curtsey?” I asked as she set down a cup and a pewter jug. The cider she poured smelled sweet and crisp, and I grabbed for the cup eagerly. 
The woman frowned, and I felt a twinge of guilt for never asking her name. She’d seen me naked on more than one occasion and had spent a good deal of time in my company… Maybe my manners did need work. 
“Artin will explain all the rules, but I’ll give you a piece of advice,” she leaned closer, “be unexpected.”
I looked at her in surprise. “How— How would I do that?”
She shrugged and turned away to gather up my sleeping robe and tucked it into a basket of other linens that needed washing. She pointed to the bed and the velvet gown that had been laid out for me. “Get dressed. You won’t need my help. And don’t touch your hair!”
I pulled my nervous fingers away from the jewels on my head and nodded obediently. 
“Hurry! Artin will call for you sooner than you think!”
She swept out of the room with her arms full, and I jumped up out of my chair and hurried to the bed. The dark blue velvet gown was more beautiful than anything I’d ever worn, and I rubbed my fingers over the smooth fabric and the intricately embroidered pattern of interlocking leaves and vines. 
Three vines and three star-shaped flowers picked out in silver thread. The symbols of the royal court. Three kings, forever bound by blood. 
I would be one of the ones chosen to bear the next generation of royalty. 
I would bear the king an heir. 
A servant girl from the gutters in the bed of a king. It was almost too impossible to believe. 
“You’re not in his bed yet,” I muttered as I shrugged out of the silken robe that I’d been given and picked up the gown. It was heavy. Yards of rich fabric that would have purchased food for a month… and I would wear it once. 
I stepped into the gown and sucked in a breath as I realized how closely it fit and how much of my skin was exposed. My arms were covered, but the bodice dipped so low that the blush of my nipples was almost visible above the intricate embroidery work. 
The bodice hugged my ribs intimately, and as I laced it up with shaking fingers, I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised. I wasn’t here to be a royal lady. I was a concubine. A surrogate. A means to an end. 
The king would choose from the most delectable specimens that Artin had collected at his command, and I had to be one of them. If being chosen meant parading naked in front of him, I would do it. For now, I was grateful to be encased in shimmering blue velvet with assets that were sure to catch his eye. 
I turned to look in the mirror and almost gasped at my reflection. No one at my former mistress’ house would recognize me. I barely recognized myself. 
Good. 
I wasn’t that version of Liana anymore, and I had no intention of going back.




CHAPTER FOUR
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Artin paced in front of us, a collection of beautiful young women that she had summoned to the Monarch’s reception room. The walls were hung with expensive tapestries, and the red-gold light of sunset streamed through the stained glass windows and painted the carpeted floor at our feet in strange patterns. 
“When his majesty arrives, you will bow your heads. Do not look at him until he speaks to you. He will speak to each of you in turn, and I will tolerate no attempts to draw his attention away from the others… This choice is the king’s to make. You are not here to flirt; you are here for one purpose only.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat and remembered what the serving woman had said to me. 
Be unexpected. 
The other young women had long family histories, rich and powerful bloodlines… What did I have? 
Artin could have turned me away. The goblin could have refused to give me the herbs I’d demanded of him. That meant something. 
It had to. 
“When the king makes his decision, those chosen will stay here at the Monarch for thirty days, or until there is a confirmed pregnancy. You will be my guests, but you will become the property of the Jeweled Throne. Do I make myself clear?”
The others nodded, and I did the same. My palms were cold, and I pressed them against my skirts to keep from fidgeting. Nervousness crept up my spine as iron-shod hooves clattered over the cobblestones outside. 
“It is time,” Artin snapped. “Remember, you will not look at his Majesty until he speaks to you. Answer his questions, but say no more.”
Murmured agreement followed her announcement, but I stayed silent. 
Artin gestured to the men behind her, men who looked more like guards than anything, and they opened the door to allow her to step into the corridor. 
“Does anyone know which king will be coming?” someone asked. 
“King Venali,” someone replied. “Didn’t you read the proclamation?”
“But which one is he?”
“Hush, does it matter?”
“They’re all terribly handsome, aren’t they? I would take any of them.”
“Hush!”
Footsteps in the corridor, muffled voices, and Artin’s musical laughter echoed beyond the door. My heart pounded in my chest and I tried to keep still. Shoulders back, chin high. I might not belong here, but I wasn’t going to leave empty-handed. 
“Majesty, this way, if you please,” Artin said from just outside the doorway. “There are seven potentials awaiting your decision.”
“Seven.” The king’s voice rumbled, and a shiver crept down my arms. “I trust you have chosen according to my requests?”
“As ever, Majesty,” Artin replied smoothly. 
The guards entered the room first and checked all corners and behind the tapestries for any hint of danger. Artin’s expression was unreadable as she walked at the king’s side, and I clutched at my skirts as the king appeared. He was almost too tall for the doorway, and one of the young women barely bit back a gasp as his amber eyes swept over the room. 
“I don’t know why I doubt you, Artin,” he murmured. “It would be impossible to find such a beautiful collection anywhere else in the kingdoms.”
“You are too kind, Majesty,” Artin replied, but her tone almost made me smile. Artin knew what she was doing. “Please, take your time.”
The other young women bowed their heads, but I didn’t. The king’s eyes swept over us and then lingered on me. His dark hair was pulled back from his forehead and a thick braid secured with a wide gold band fell over his shoulder. 
I didn’t know what I’d expected a king to look like. Maybe I’d expected a fur-trimmed cloak and a tall crown like the kings in fairy tales and songs… This man looked more like a warrior. He carried himself like one, too. 
A scar that split the outer edge of his upper lip marred the smooth skin of his face and tugged his mouth into a half-smile that was sensual and dangerous at the same time. A scar like that could only have come from a terrible wound, and I was fascinated by it. 
Leather armor hugged his torso and forearms, and his hand rested on the hilt of the sword at his hip.
“Eyes down,” Artin snapped. The other women complied immediately, but I was slower to react. The king moved along the line, pausing to speak softly to each of the young women. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. 
He didn’t touch all of them — he stopped long enough to rub his fingers along one woman’s collarbone before moving away. 
I overheard some of their conversation. A question about their families and where they came from. One woman laughed, but stopped herself at a sharp glance from Artin. 
When he finally reached me, I looked up into his dark eyes before he had a chance to touch me or speak to me. 
“A beauty,” he murmured. “What is your name?”
“Liana,” I replied quickly. I knew I should have looked away, but I couldn’t. “Before you ask, I don’t come from a good family, and my father doesn’t breed horses.”
His lips curved into a smile, and my stomach tightened. “What does he do?”
I shrugged. “I have no idea. I never met him. And my mother died giving birth to me.”
The king glanced at Artin, and her lips pressed into a thin line. 
“Where did you find this one?” he chuckled. 
“She didn’t find me,” I answered for her, and the king looked at me in surprise.
“Indeed,” he said. His eyes were brown, dark, and rich, and I couldn’t look away even though I knew I should have. 
My cheeks were warm and my heart thundered in my chest. 
“Is she fertile?” he asked Artin as though I wasn’t even there.
“She is,” the brothel owner replied through clenched teeth. “A child would come as sure as spring if you were to take her.”
His hand came up to my jaw, and he stroked his fingers along it briefly before his gaze dropped to my breasts. His hand trailed down over my throat, pausing to caress the pulse that thundered there, and then down over the tops of my breasts, pushed even higher by the lacing of the gown. 
His palm pressed against my breasts, and even through the fabric of the gown I could feel the heat of his hand. Desire flamed in my belly in an instant, and I had to bite my lip to keep from moaning aloud.
“Promising,” he murmured. “Have her made ready.”
Artin nodded. “Of course, Majesty.” She glanced at me and then at the other girls. “Any of the others?”
His hand was still on my breast, and I leaned forward slightly. “No,” he said. “Just her.”
“But, Majesty… would you not wish to have more opportunity—”
His hand slipped from my breast as he turned to Artin. “I have made my command.”
She averted her eyes and curtseyed as he passed by her. “Of course.” When she rose, Artin fixed me with a furious glare before gesturing to the servants, who waited for her instruction. 
“Take her to the royal suite,” she hissed. “And be quick about it.”
My breath caught. Was it really so easy?
A servant took hold of my arm and pulled me away from the other young women. One of the tapestries was pulled back to reveal a hidden door, and I stumbled after the woman who held my arm. 
Behind me, the room erupted and filled with outraged voices.   
“Her? But I thought he would choose more of us—”
“My lady, shouldn’t there be more time—”
The door slammed shut behind us and I tripped on the stone steps as I tried to keep up with the servant’s quick pace. 
“What— what happens now?” I choked out.
I was overwhelmed with the possibility of what lay before me. I had achieved what I had set out to do—at least part of it. 
But the servant didn’t answer my question. She just kept climbing. 
The stairs seemed to go on forever, and I pressed my hand against the smooth stone wall to keep from falling backward. My legs were weak and my heart pounded in my chest. 
I’d done it. 
I’d passed the test, and the king had chosen me.
Ahead of me, the servant paused, and the scrape of a key in a lock echoed around me. Another secret door opened, and I hurried to catch up. 
The woman huffed impatiently as I squeezed past her and stepped into the room. 
“Are there more of these rooms?” I murmured. It was sumptuously decorated, with rich tapestries and an enormous bed covered in thick quilted blankets and embroidered pillows. A table beneath the stained glass window held a pewter jug, two matching goblets, a large bowl of exotic fruit, and a tray of sweet pastries.
“What— What do I do?” 
The woman shrugged and unlaced my gown. The door creaked open, and Artin swept into the room. “What else should you do?” she asked. Her voice was sharp, and I flinched as the servant tugged at the gown to drag it down my torso. I crossed my arms over my breasts, and my face warmed with embarrassment. 
“The king is coming to breed you,” Artin continued. “There is no need for modesty any longer. You will be examined regularly to determine the success of this venture.” 
The gown slipped down my legs and pooled on the floor around my feet. Without pause, the servant tugged at the ribbon that held my underskirt in place, and it, too, tumbled to the floor, leaving me naked in front of Artin. 
The servant pushed me forward, and I stepped out of the gown so she could gather it up in her arms. Artin pulled a small velvet pouch from her belt and drew out a silverblue chain set with long sapphires. She stepped toward me and fastened it around my waist. 
I shivered as the cold metal settled against my skin and Artin’s fingertips stroked against my naked flesh. 
“This is a contract, Liana,” she murmured. “And I will expect payment for this favor. I could have turned you out into the street and no one would have said a word. I trust that Tannyl would not have wasted his time, or his precious herbs, on a worthless investment.”
“Investment?”
Artin straightened and looked me in the eye. “We will speak about this more in due course… I have a feeling that it will not be long before the king has what he desires. Then we shall talk about your future.”
I swallowed hard, but nodded my agreement. I owed the goblin everything. If he’d turned me away, I would be scraping pots in the freezing dark of the kitchens beneath my mistress’ house. 
“The king will be here shortly. Make yourself ready. If he is pleased with you, then our next conversation will be an enjoyable one. If not…” 
Her voice trailed away, and I had to assume that if the king was displeased, that I would be disposed of and another of the young women who had been passed over would take my place. I couldn’t let that happen. 
“I understand,” I whispered. 
“Good.”
Artin’s smile was bitter as she gripped my wrists and pulled my hands away from my breasts. 
“Take some wine, but not too much,” she said as she released me and turned away. The servant departed the room first, and I shivered as Artin pulled the door closed behind her. 
Wine would calm my nerves. 
A fire crackled in the hearth, and the silverbeeswax candles I coveted so much burned in pewter candelabras placed around the room. It smelled heavenly, and I took a shaking breath before I poured two cups of wine with an unsteady hand. 
I had come to the Monarch full of bravery, but now that I was here and the king was approaching, all of that bravery melted away. 
I stood in front of the fire and barely felt the heat sweep over my bare skin. The sapphires in the chain around my waist glittered in the firelight, and I rubbed my fingers over them gently. The chain was loose now, resting on my hips, but when the king’s child was in my belly… 
Everything would change. 
I held the goblet to my lips and inhaled the scent of the rich, honeyed wine. One small sip was all I allowed myself. I was too nervous to give myself over to the warmth of the liquid. I wanted to be alert for what lay ahead. 
The candles beside the bed bathed the room in a soft glow, and I set the goblet of wine on a small table before I climbed up onto the rich coverlet and lay back against the wall of pillows. 
The heat that had twisted in my belly when the king touched me flared to life once more. I was waiting for him to come to me. To take me. The ache of knowing what was coming filled me, and my fingers itched to touch my body. 
“She’s almost in heat.”
Artin’s words repeated in my mind. That would explain my insatiable cravings for sensuous touch, and the almost constant dampness between my thighs. I was ready to be bred, and I was eager for it.  
My hand slid down my body, teasing at my aching nipples, and my eyes drifted closed as I slipped my other hand between my thighs. I imagined how the king would take me. Would he be rough like the warrior I assumed him to be? Or would he be gentle, like a scholar? 
My breath came faster and faster as I swirled my fingers over my slick heat as I imagined what the smooth hardness of the king’s cock would feel like when it had plunged into my aching pussy. 
My breath caught as my fingers moved, and I did not hear the door as it opened.
“I hope I have not disturbed you.”
I gasped and sat up, my cheeks burning as the king stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. I had half-expected him to come with a bevy of guards and attendants, and I reached desperately for a pillow to cover my nakedness before I remembered that this was what he wanted. 
The smile on his angular face was sly, and the key turned in the lock. 
“No, I was only just waiting for you… Majesty.” 
“So I see.”
The king deposited the silver key on the table beside the wine she had poured for him. 
“I want you to continue.” 
I bit my lip as my pussy throbbed. He stared at me with hungry eyes. A weirwolf circling his prey. And I wanted to be devoured. 
The king licked his lips and picked up the goblet of wine. As he drank, I spread my legs so that he could see what I was doing. 
“That’s it,” he hissed. “I want you to tell me what you are thinking about while you do it.”
I dragged my hands down my body, pausing to pinch and pluck at my nipples, and I didn’t stop myself as I moaned at the sensation that rushed through my body. My fingers inched closer to the hot wetness between my legs, and I sighed as my fingers spread my silken folds and teased against my aching clit. 
“I was imagining how you would fuck me, Majesty,” I said. “How it would feel to have your cock inside me? What your cum would taste like—”
“I won’t be wasting a single drop,” he said smoothly. “I’m here to sire a child, or have you forgotten?”
I swallowed hard, but didn’t stop the movement of my hand. My fingers dipped into my pussy, stretching and teasing the tender flesh. Gods, I was so ready for him. 
“Of course not,” I breathed. “But, Majesty, wouldn’t you like me to taste you—” 
I sucked in a sharp breath as my fingers worked furiously to mimic the motions I hoped he would make and my moan was frustrated as I bit down on my lip.
Was this all he wanted? Surely not. 
He wasn’t wearing his leather armor anymore, and I wondered what his bare flesh looked like. Would his chest be scarred like his face? Would I ever know what had happened to him? 
The king set down his goblet and strode to the bed. I tried to slow the motion of my hand, but it was intoxicating now, and I didn’t know if I could stop before my orgasm swept over me. The king’s hand flashed out and took hold of my hair, and I sucked in a sharp breath as he held it tightly in his fist, pulling my face toward his groin. 
I could see the outline of his cock through his breeches, and I licked my lips in anticipation. He liked what he was watching, that was clear enough. 
“Majesty, please—”
I could feel my release climbing, and a moan escaped my lips. The king’s hand tightened on my hair and a flash of pleasure and pain rippled through my limbs as my back arched and my hips moved in time with the furious motion of my fingers. Before I realized what had happened, the king had undone his breeches with his free hand and released his rock hard cock. 
I opened my mouth eagerly, hungry to taste him. 
“Do not stop. I want to watch you fuck yourself while you choke on my cock.” Obediently, my fingers resumed their circular motion, dipping in and out of my soaking pussy as the head of the king’s cock nudged between my lips and entered my mouth.
His groan of pleasure encouraged me to stay still, and his hand on my hair, pulling me toward him, caused me to take more and more of his smooth length into my mouth. 
He was hardness and softness and fiery passion, and my mouth slipped around his manhood until the head of his cock pressed against the back of my throat. He choked me with it briefly before he pulled back, only to test my resolve again. 
I moaned deep in my throat, eager to be used, and the king’s answering groan told me I was doing exactly what he wanted. 
The lazy circles being made by my fingers drove my pleasure higher and higher, and my heart thundered in her chest. The king’s cock stiffened in my mouth, and I looked up to see the king frozen, with his head thrown back in ecstasy, before he pulled his cock from my mouth.
My face was wet with tears and saliva, and my pussy throbbed with the need to be filled. 
The king released his hold on my hair. “I want you on your hands and knees, girl.”
I swallowed hard, gasping for breath, and did as I was told. I bit down hard on my lip as I bent forward and exposed myself to him, presenting the swollen lips of my pussy to him. I fought the urge to flinch as he stroked his hand over my burning skin. 
He ran his fingers over my wet, throbbing cleft, teasing me with his tender touch before pushing a finger inside, making me gasp in surprise. My gasp was rewarded with a stinging slap on my ass cheek.
I bit my lip to keep from crying out as he followed the slap with two more in the same place. 
He rubbed his hand over the top of my ass and up my back, bending my waist and pressing me down into the softness of the bed.
“Give me your hands.” 
I hesitated for only a moment before I complied. He pulled my wrists together behind my back and gasped into the coverlet as the king tied them together with a length of velvet. The sensation of the knot tightening against my skin sent a shockwave through my body. My pussy throbbed in response and I pushed my ass back toward him to show him how eager I was to be bred however he wanted me. 
The swiftness of the slap that stung my ass next made me cry out in shock, which earned me three more sharp slaps.
I shuddered and moaned, hoping that he would continue his punishment and give me the release I craved. I vibrated with need for him, and pushed my ass toward him again, begging him without words to sink his fingers, or his cock, inside me. 
Begging for him to stretch me and make me feel whole before tearing me apart. 
As if he had known what I wanted, the king teased my tender opening with his fingers, first one, and then two, sinking them deep into my pussy, plunging them into me with a speed and force that made me cry out. 
Every cry was met with a stinging slap, and soon my ass and thighs were burning and I was shuddering with ecstasy. He gripped my ass hard, intensifying the pain and the pleasure at the same time, and I pressed her face into the bed to keep from crying out. 
All at once, his hand was soft on my heated skin. 
“A determined breeder,” he murmured. 
“Yes, Majesty,” I gasped. He chuckled in response, and I wondered if he was surprised at my eagerness to please him. 
He gripped the ribbon that tied my hands together and pulled on them, tugging my chest off the bed and stretching my back, tilting my ass higher, and opening my pussy to him. 
“Artin says that you are fertile, and that there will be a child—”
“Yes, Majesty,” I moaned. “Take me… let me give you the child you crave.” 
I moaned softly as I felt the head of his cock press against my shivering opening. I wanted him so badly, needed him inside me. The prolonged wait had driven me almost to the point of madness, and my body hovered on the brink of release. 
I struggled to push herself back toward him, to force him to take me, and without warning he plunged deep inside and I cried out as he filled me with his cock again, and again. 
Long deep strokes brought me to the peak of ecstasy, and the agony in my back and thighs drove me over the edge, and I cried out once more as my orgasm broke over me and my body shuddered. 
Behind me, the king’s throaty groan and animalistic grunt told me he was nearing his own climax, and I leaned against his grip, opening myself wider to his furious strokes. I moaned and panted with my release as he found his own climax, and I felt his cock throb as he emptied his seed deep inside me in hot spurts. 
Gasping for breath, the king released his hold on my bound hands and eased me gently onto the bed. Still buried inside me, he leaned forward to untie my bonds, and as my arms fell down onto the bed, he thrust his hips forward, fucking into me again, lubed by his cum and my own slick heat. I tightened my body, milking his cock for every drop of cum before he withdrew from my soaking haven with a regretful moan.
I stayed in that position, my ass in the air, as the king stroked his hand over my burning flesh. The trickle of his seed down my thigh made me shiver, and I moaned as he swept the wayward liquid back into my pussy and pushed his fingers inside me. 
“I will have a child,” he said. “And if you perform this well every time we meet…”
“I will, Majesty,” I moaned. His thumb swept over my aching clit, and I cried out into the coverlet as he pulled his hand away and allowed me to fall on my side on the bed. 
“Liana,” he murmured as he re-tied his breeches and washed his hands in the basin of water that had been left for me. “I will remember your name.”
“Thank you, Majesty,” I breathed. 
He brought me the goblet of wine that he had been drinking from, and I sat up and brought it to my lips. 
“You have earned a night of rest,” he said. “But I shall return in the morning.”
I nodded. I didn’t know how often the king visited his concubines, but if he was as eager as Artin implied, perhaps this would be a daily occurrence.
I had to trust that my body would comply with my own wishes and that there would be a child before the new moon rose over the city. I had thirty days to prove my worth to him. Thirty days to make him never wish to be parted from me.
“Will you not stay, Majesty?” I asked. 
He looked at me strangely and then chuckled. “Ambition looks well on you,” he said, but he picked up the silver key from the table and unlocked the chamber door. As he departed, he looked back over his shoulder at me briefly before it closed.
I drained the cup of wine and hugged my knees to my chest. My whole body ached, but it thrummed with the intensity of my release and the knowledge that I had been chosen. 
Me. 
That I had made one of the Kings of the Jeweled Throne lose his composure. It had only been for a moment, but I had undone him just as easily as he had pulled me to pieces and then stitched me back together again. 
My pussy throbbed, aching to be filled again. 
If this was the side-effect of the goblin’s tea, I wanted more. Would Artin get it for me if I asked? Or would I have to write to the goblin to beg for his herbs once more?
I scrambled off the bed and walked on unsteady legs toward the table that held the jug of wine and filled the cup again. 
This time when I stood in front of the fire, the heat stung the places on my ass where the king had spanked me, and I relished the burn of it. He had marked me in more ways than one, and I yearned for his next visit with an eagerness that I hadn’t anticipated. 
The child might have been my goal, but I would enjoy making it, too.




CHAPTER FIVE
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The room was still dark in the early hours of the morning, but it was the pressure of the bed moving beneath me that jostled me from sleep. Through the fog of my exhaustion and the stiffness in my limbs, I barely registered the warmth of bare skin against mine and the pressure of a hand as it smoothed over my side and down my flank.  
The touch was familiar and sensual, and I arched back into it, moaning as long fingers caressed my pussy from behind and slid inside, first one, then two, moving in a gentle rhythm that I pressed into with a sleepy, languid eagerness.
Lips pressed against my shoulder and teeth bit down as I moaned and moved my leg to open my pussy to the pleasurable assault that was taking place. 
“That’s right,” he murmured in a voice that sent shivers up my spine.
The thick head of the king’s cock pressed against my pussy, and I arched back to encourage him. He pressed me down into the softness of the mattress and drove his cock deep into me with a choked groan. 
“I shouldn’t be here,” he grunted. “But I could think of nothing but filling your womb with my seed—”
The furious pace of his strokes made me breathless, and the weight of his hand on my back trapped me against the mattress as he took me, hard and unrelenting. I didn’t want softness. I wanted to be ravaged and used, and this king was a conqueror. 
“Yes,” I groaned as his hips slammed against my ass again and again. “Fill me, Majesty… put a child in my belly.”
His cock twitched inside me and he let out a shuddering groan as he came, his hand tight on my ass. I pushed back against him, taking him deeper as the hot spurts of his cum filled my pussy. 
He leaned forward and pressed his lips against my shoulder before he withdrew and left me panting on the bed. 
“Artin doesn’t know I’m here,” he said as he pulled his tunic over his head and smoothed his dark hair back from his forehead. “I didn’t have the patience for ceremony and propriety, but I wanted to fuck you before I went hunting.”
“You do me great honor, Majesty,” I said haltingly, and then smiled at him. “I hope you’ll come again.”
His smile was quick, and his eyes lingered on my breasts as I sat up on the bed. “I will,” he said. “But not here. You’ll be moved today. To a private residence.”
“Private—”
“Until your pregnancy is confirmed, I shall breed you every day…”
“As your Majesty wishes.”
He nodded and strode across the room and opened the secret door hidden behind one of the tapestries and disappeared from sight. The door closed with the softest creak of the hidden hinges, and I fell back on the bed and stared up at the embroidered canopy. 
Was this how it always was with royal surrogates?
Or was it supposed to be a hardship—a chore… All I could think about was how my body responded to him, and how exquisite the king’s cock felt inside me. 
My heart had barely slowed its furious pace when the chamber door opened and Artin swept into the room, followed by several servants who set immediately to clearing it. Another servant grabbed hold of my wrist and dragged me from the bed. I stood in front of Artin, naked and shivering, as the bed was stripped. 
She looked at me critically and then snapped her fingers sharply. A servant brought a robe and draped it over my shoulders, and I struggled into it without the woman’s help. 
“Did the king fuck you last night?” she asked.
My cheeks blazed with heat. “He did.”
“To completion?”
“Yes.”
She looked me up and down. “Did he stay the night?”
I shook my head, and Artin’s lips twisted in a stiff smile. “I see.”
“But he returned this morning—he was just here,” I stammered. 
Artin stepped close and thrust her hand between my thighs. I gasped and tried to flinch away, but she grabbed hold of my arm and held me firm. When she drew her hand away, I could see the remnants of the king’s seed on her fingers. She rubbed them together and then wiped the slickness onto my robe. 
“Good.”
She released her hold on me, and I struggled to keep my balance.   
“His Majesty has commanded that you be moved to the royal residence,” she said briskly. “You are fortunate to be called for so soon. But I am not pleased by this change.”
She clapped her hands, and the servants left the room with quick steps. When we were alone, Artin paced the carpet and then stopped and glared at me. 
“You understand what this means?”
I shook my head. 
“It means that the king is certain that he has already sired a child—you have precious little time to prove him right.”
“I—” I hadn’t realized that there was a limit to my time with him. 
“If you are not pregnant, you will be cast out without a second thought, and I will not protect you.”
“I need more of Tannyl’s herbs,” I blurted out. “Surely—”
Artin shook her head. “What you have taken should be sufficient. But you must make the king crave your body. You must make him insatiable for you. Can you do that?”
“I— I think so?”
Her hand flashed out and connected with my cheek. “You cannot think,” she snarled. “You must.” 
I pressed my palm to my cheek and glared back at her. “Or what?”
“Or you will lose everything you have schemed your way to possessing,” she hissed. “Do not think I do not know your designs. Some women come to me with the hope of being a surrogate to serve the kingdom, or for some misplaced love for their sovereign, or for the prestige it brings to a family to be so aligned with the royal house. But you… You do not want any of those things or have any of those high-born values.”
My chin lifted in defiance. 
“What does it matter?” I challenged her. “If the king puts a child in my belly, he gets what he wants, and I will get what I want.”
Artin shook her head. “Your position is only possible because of me. And you would do well not to forget it. I can pull it all away in an instant.”
My mouth was dry. 
As bold as I thought I was, she was right. It would take no effort for her to destroy everything I had and leave me in the gutter with nothing.
“You will do as you are instructed,” she said. It wasn’t a question, it was a command. “Say that you understand me, Liana.”
“I— I understand.”
“Good,” she snapped. “Wash yourself and get dressed. We have precious little time to follow the king’s command.”
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The rooms at the Monarch had taken my breath away and had prepared me in a small way for the luxury that I would enjoy as a surrogate. Fine food, rich wine, and anything I could want… but I wanted nothing. I had never had hobbies or pursuits beyond my work, and the realization that I would have nothing to occupy my time while I waited for the king to arrive filled me with a nervousness that I hadn’t expected. 
Artin pressed two wooden chests upon me before she left me in the care of the king’s servants. 
“Hide these,” she hissed. “These are what you will need to inflame the king’s lust for you, and to open your womb and make your ripeness even more potent. The seed of a king is powerful, but when paired with these… there will be a child.”
I could only nod and accept the chests with a promise to hide them away. 
“Follow the instructions that Tannyl has written for you, and we will see victory before the end of the month. Swear that you will do this.”
I nodded. “Of course. This is all— this is all thanks to you.”
Artin’s smile never failed to chill me to the bone, and her pale eyes were hard as she looked at me. “Do as you are commanded, Liana. And pray to the celestial goddesses that you are not a waste…”
A waste.
I was worth nothing to them if I could not conceive. 
I knew what the child would mean for me and for my future… But what was this child worth to them?
I was afraid to ask. 
When she departed with her servants, I sat on the edge of the sumptuous bed and tried to make sense of the chaos in my mind. I wanted this—badly. Bad enough to risk my life and my future to attain it. The life I wanted was within my grasp.
A servant carrying a silver tray approached and handed me a goblet of wine that smelled sweeter than anything I’d ever tasted. 
“Do you need anything, my Lady?” 
“I— I am not a lady,” I said. 
“You are now,” the girl replied. 
Until the king tired of me, or if I was worthless… 
“Washing water, I think,” I said. I inhaled the scent of the wine and sighed happily as it enveloped me. Wildflowers and windswept berries… all the flavors of the wildwood and the history of our people. 
“Of course,” the servant said. “Have you looked at your gowns? His Majesty sent five trunks here this morning.”
“Five?”
She nodded. “You must choose a favorite. I think you would favor the dark green… The embroidery would match your eyes very well. There are jewels as well.”
“I—”
I stopped short of saying that I didn’t deserve this finery. But this was what I wanted. I would have to get used to it. All of it.
It all felt so strange. 
“I shall return with washing water shortly,” the girl said. 
“Is his Majesty—”
She paused. “The king is hunting with his brothers,” she said. “They are not expected back at the palace for several hours.”
“I see.”
“The king will come and go as he pleases,” the servant said. “You must not trouble yourself.”
I nodded. As Artin had reminded me, I was a royal possession now, and he would use me as he saw fit. 
Servants came and went, and I tried to ignore them as I pawed through the gowns that had been sent for me. Yards of gossamer watersilk, rich velvets, embroidered panels, and feathers… I could never choose my favorite. Or which order to wear them in. 
Even the undergarments were made of fine, almost transparent material that I felt guilty pulling over my body. The jewelry was just as overwhelming. For my hair, there were long strings of black pearls that had been taken from the shore of the orc territory on the opposite side of the inland sea—pearls bought with blood and sacrifice; I could almost see it in their oily depths.
Thick cuffs of intricately engraved silverblue set with moonstones fit over my wrists as though they had been made especially for me. The necklaces were beautiful, the purple-veined gold that was reserved for royalty set with large gems mined from the heart of the mountain below the citadel that housed the Jeweled Throne and the three kings who ruled over these lands. 
But I couldn’t wear them. 
None of it felt right. It was all too heavy, and I didn’t look like myself when I saw my reflection in the mirror. 
The only piece of jewelry I couldn’t remove was the sapphire chain that had been fastened around my hips. I could see its glint through the gossamer fabric of the shift I wore. 
I’d tried to take it off, but the chain was fastened there by magic, and the only way it would come off was when my pregnancy had been confirmed. A powerful spell that could only be released by the change in my body… 
An insurance policy. 
The servant I’d sent away for washing water returned and set a large pottery jug down on a marble-topped table that held a large glass bowl. She pulled soft linen from a cupboard and set it beside the bowl. 
She clapped her hands sharply. “Everyone out.” 
Her command echoed through the room, and the other servants gathered up their work and filed out of the room without so much as a backward glance. 
I smiled gratefully as she refilled my wine goblet and left me alone to bathe. 
I took a sip of wine and walked across the room to the bowl of steaming water. I savored the taste as it settled on my tongue and then set the goblet down upon the marble. 
“Are you enjoying your new chambers?”
Venali Leonan’s deep voice sent shivers down my spine and I spun around to find him. He stood in an arched doorway, leaning casually against the dark wooden frame like a rogue at a tavern. His dark eyes glittered in the soft light, and a nervous flutter twisted in my stomach. Resisting the urge to pull a robe around my shoulders, I stood up a little straighter and lifted my chin. 
The gossamer fabric of the shift clung to my body, and his lips curved appreciatively. 
“They are wonderful, thank you,” I said. I didn’t want to ask if every one of the potential breeders was given such beautiful accommodation.  
“Finer than what you are used to?”
I could not stop the derisive snort that burst out, and the king’s smile widened. 
Embarrassed by my outburst, my stomach tightened. “That is… No, Majesty. I am not… I am still unsure…”
“Never feel as though you do not belong here,” he breathed. “You were chosen above the others. Therefore, you belong.”
He strode toward me, and I forced myself to stay still. This was the longest conversation we had shared, but I didn’t know what I could ask, or what my position might be beyond the child that he wanted. 
“May I pour you some wine, Majesty?” I stammered. 
He inclined his head, and I rushed to the table to fill a goblet for him. He took it from my shaking hands and watched me over the rim of the silverblue cup as he drank. 
“Your scar,” I blurted out. “How— How did it happen?”
His expression hardened for a moment, and then he set the goblet aside and stepped closer. 
“In battle,” he said in a voice that was darker than the wine in the goblet he had just set down. “An orc blade that came far too close for comfort.”
“Oh,” I murmured.
“You know nothing of war, do you?. No brothers or uncles sent away to fight for your king’s armies—”
I shook my head and then lifted a hand to his face. He flinched as my fingertip traced the line of the scar, where it had split his bottom lip, and then traveled up his cheek. 
“You must be fearsome in battle,” I murmured. 
He was only inches away from me, and I choked on a gasp of surprise as he caught my wrist in his hand and wrenched it away from his face. 
“I am fearsome in many ways,” he snarled. 
I believed it. 
“The servant said you were hunting,” I said quickly, eager to change the subject. “I did not expect to see you—” 
His eyes burned into mine, and I felt my throat grow dry as I read the raw passion in them. 
“I had every intention of going hunting, but I could not concentrate on our preparations, nor on the plans for the hunt... all I could think of was you.” 
I swallowed hard, wondering if somehow he knew I had been thinking of him as well, if he could see on my face the lustful thoughts that I had, if he knew the heat that was between my thighs and how I yearned for his touch. 
His eyes held me captive for a long moment before he released his grip on my wrist. His arms wound around me and he crushed me to his chest and covered my lips with his in a kiss full of hunger and shameless passion. 
I moaned and opened my mouth under his, gasping as his tongue thrust inside, probing and hungry. My body melted against his, and I could feel the hardness of his cock pressed against my stomach. 
I wanted him so badly; wanted him to fill me with every inch of his hot length. 
When he finally broke the kiss, my breaths were raw and his touch was like fire as he dragged his fingers along my collarbone and down the edge of the shift’s neckline. 
Beneath the transparent material, my breasts heaved, begging for his touch. 
“When my brothers told me that I had to choose a surrogate, I didn’t want to have the responsibility of it. Why was I forced to be the first? I thought it would be a chore—an assignment that I did not want or wish for. But now that you are mine, I find that I want you all the time.” 
With a quick motion, he tore the delicate fabric of my shift and dragged it down over my breasts. He bent his head to press his lips to the tender flesh, and my moan was ragged as he sucked at the pale skin that was exposed. 
I could feel the heat between my thighs growing as he rubbed at my hardening nipples. My breath caught in my throat as the king ripped more of the shift away, and I shivered as it slithered down my body. 
With a ragged sigh, the king’s mouth latched onto one of the pink peaks, and I gasped and wound my fingers through his hair, pulling him closer, urging him to suckle harder. He caught my nipple between his teeth, and my gasp turned into a small cry as the pain and pleasure swirled in my stomach. 
One of his hands gripped my other breast, pinching and tugging at the other nipple, and I could barely register all the sensations as they coursed through my body. 
His free hand pushed the shreds of the shift down to the floor, exposing my heated flesh to the cool air. He dragged his mouth to my other breast and as his fingers found the slick wetness between my thighs. 
He groaned deep in his throat and bit down gently on my already sore nipple. I gave a small cry, and it seemed to inflame him further, encouraging the force of his tongue and teeth on my swollen teat.
His fingers pushed inside me, gentler than they had the night before, as he caressed the hot center of my desire. 
But I didn’t want gentleness, not after the way his hard touch had made me feel, but this was what I craved. 
My knees buckled, and the king released my breast to wrap his arm around me and pull me closer to his chest, supporting my weight as I sagged. His other hand remained busy between my thighs, stroking and teasing and dipping in and out of my soaking pussy, circling and plucking at my clit. 
When I thought I could take no more, when my desire was at its peak and I could feel the edge of my release approaching, he stopped the motion of his fingers, and my cries of passion became a whimper of disappointment. 
Without warning, he lifted his hand from between my thighs and pinched my hardened nipple between his thumb and forefinger. His fingers were slick with my juices, and my breast shone with wetness. 
He rolled my nipple between his fingers, increasing the force of his grip by tiny fractions. His eyes were on my face, watching my reaction as I tried to process the sensations that tumbled through my body. The pain was almost too much to bear, but it was the pleasure and lust that followed close behind the pain that made me bite my lip, almost daring him to do more. 
Seeing my confusion, pain and pleasure written plainly on my face, the king smiled and pinched harder before releasing and pinching again. I gasped at the change in pressure and cried out again when he flicked ever so gently at the tip of my tortured nipple. 
I bit my lip, my eyes fixed on his fingers as they plucked and teased at my painfully hard nipples. If he continued much longer, I would reach my peak without feeling him inside me, and I wanted him inside me. I was hungry for him. I knew that my inner thighs were drenched and quivering. I was desperate for his hot length. 
He rubbed his thumb in lazy circles over my nipple, making me gasp once more. 
He gripped my breast gently, the hot nub of my tortured nipple pressing against the palm of his hand, and kissed me deeply before lifting me toward the bed.
“I want you like this for me always. Ready for me. Ripe. Wet and willing. Waiting for my command. Do you think about me when we are apart? Do you think about this,” with his long fingers he spread the delicate folds of my pussy and rubbed his thumb over the pink flesh that quivered under his touch, “when you are alone... when your maid is helping you dress, perhaps?” 
I shuddered with desire. It was as though he had known my very thoughts. 
“Yes, Majesty... I do... I...” My words were cut off by a moan of desire as he spread me wide and gently slid his fingers into my pussy. 
I moved my hips, meeting his thrusts eagerly, and watched the look of desire on his face through half-closed eyes. His fingers stretched me, and I could not keep the groans of pleasure from escaping my lips. 
All at once, he ceased the motion of his hand, and his fingers were replaced with the thick head of his cock. It pressed eagerly at my entrance, and I couldn’t help myself from reaching for him, begging him with my eyes and my moans of pleasure to fill me up with every inch of his cock. 
The king did not wait, and plunged the full length of his member inside me. 
I cried out with the shock of it. He was large, and I could feel the stretch of my body as it rushed to accommodate him, and the pain from his rough treatment made me shudder with delight as the king’s thighs slammed against me.
He took me hard and merciless and I was borne away on a tide of lust as I greedily accepted his powerful thrusts and urged him on with my cries, begging him for more, panting and gasping out my words.  
The king hooked one of my knees with his hand and dragged it up higher close to his ribs as he changed his angle, driving deeper inside of me, and I cried out as his cock plunged into the deepest depths of my body. He moved faster, and his thumb flicked over my swollen clit, pinching and plucking at it until I was shuddering with the sensation. 
The sensual torment was almost unbearable, and I was so close to my release, but I could not find the breath to beg for it yet.
The king pounded his cock into me as his thumb picked up speed, and my whimpers of pleasure and pain increased as he moved his thumb in circles to tease my feminine folds. His animalistic grunts of pleasure and conquest drove me closer to the edge, and I finally found the breath to gasp out my request. 
His cock plunged deep. Mercilessly. And I careened toward the climax that was building deep inside me, and I feared it would carry me away. A groan shuddered between my lips as my body shivered with anticipation. 
“Take your pleasure, Liana,” he growled, “and I will fill you with my child while your pussy milks my cock for every drop.” 
With a cry of relief, I reached down between my thighs to feel his hardness as it stretched and plunged into my secret depths and found the tortured center of my desire. 
As my fingers worked furiously at my clit, the tidal wave of my release crested and washed over me, and I tried to muffle the scream of pleasure with my hand as my body shook and pulsated with relief and release. 
With a grunt of satisfaction as he felt my body clamping hard around his length, the king allowed his own release to overtake him, and I felt the pulse of his cock as he spilled his seed deep inside me.
He gripped my thighs hard, driving deeply inside me, claiming me as his own. 
When his spasms had quieted, he leaned forward over my body and placed a tender, lingering kiss on my swollen lips before he withdrew and left me shuddering on the coverlet. 
He washed himself quickly with the now tepid water that was still on the washstand and covered himself once more before dipping a linen cloth in the water and bringing it to the bed.
Tenderly he dragged the wet fabric over my bruised and swollen flesh to clean away the sweat of lust and pleasure we had just shared. 
I quivered and moaned as he washed my most intimate parts, and shuddered with pleasure as he traced his finger gently along my swollen folds. 
“We cannot waste a single drop,” he murmured as he pushed his fingers inside me to trap his cum there. “When your belly is round with my child, I can think back fondly on how it was conceived, with sweat and willing desire instead of duty.” 
Would that mean more to him? Did I mean more to him? I was afraid to ask.
He stared down at my body and traced his hand over my breasts and belly before he tugged on the jeweled chain around my hips. “I can scarcely believe that I can have you anytime I want you.”
“Anytime, Majesty,” I breathed.





CHAPTER SIX
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I would be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying my trysts with the king. He was handsome and commanding, and he set my body alight with things I had never thought possible. I was eager for his visits and didn’t want to think about what would happen when they stopped.  
They would stop, one way or another. 
The jeweled chain would fall from my waist to confirm my pregnancy, or I would be turned out into the street—worthless again. 
I had done as Artin demanded, and the potions and powders she’d given me were gradually diminished as the days slipped by. 
My official examination would be carried out at the end of the thirty days, but I’d hoped to be pregnant before then to secure not only the king’s favor, but my own safety. 
The king’s visits were more frequent than I’d expected, and I wondered if the pregnancy he sought was more important than I was. No one had ever answered my question about what happened to surrogates after their pregnancy was confirmed and the child quickened. 
My suspicions were difficult to push aside, but even when the king spent more time in my presence and even stayed the full night in my bed, I couldn’t bring myself to ask him. 
As winter approached and the threat of heavy snows hovered on the horizon, I started to count the days that remained. Every morning I tugged at the sapphire chain, hoping that it would fall away from my hips and clatter to the stone floor, but it held firm. 
It was frustrating… I should have been pregnant already. The herbs, tea, potions, and powders should have seen to it.
Unless what Artin had given me was meant to keep me from becoming pregnant at all. That one thought set everything alight in my mind. Artin would suffer nothing if I failed to give the king a child. His Majesty would choose another young woman from a wealthy family and she would be richly rewarded for her continued support of the Jeweled Throne. 
But I, the upstart servant girl from no bloodline of any importance, would be cast back to where I belonged. Artin would have her dominance once more, and I would be punished for daring to rise above the position that had been chosen for me by whatever celestial gods watched over us.
Suspicion dominated my thoughts, and I decided to ignore the instructions Artin had given me. 
Three days passed and the strangeness I’d felt began to fade away, only to be replaced with something else. 
One morning, as I stood in the marble basin that had been brought for my baths, the jeweled chain around my hips broke free and fell into the water. 
As I bent to retrieve it from the water, one servant ran from the room. I stared at the chain, marveling at the richness of the rectangular jewels, while I tried to process what it meant for the clasp to release. 
I was pregnant. 
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“Private?”
Artin’s expression was hard and unreadable as she paced the stone floor. I sat on the bed and stared down at my hands. The rich velvet dress I wore hugged every curve of my body as though it had been sewn directly onto my frame. The jeweled chain that had confined me had been re-worked into a necklace and was now hung with a large moonstone that dropped between my breasts. A symbol of the change in my status. 
I could not help but feel a small stab of victory, as Artin seemed to struggle with her emotions. I had bested her. 
“To the citadel,” she said. “It is most unusual. When a surrogate is confirmed, she is moved to a quiet location so the pregnancy can be monitored properly to ensure that nothing goes awry. The king will then be able to return to his duties without the added burden of attending to the young woman that he chose. But if you are in the citadel—”
“Burden—” 
Venali had never treated me like a burden, or our coupling like a chore, and I refused to believe that he considered me a duty. 
“Your position will change, of course, but Tannyl will be assigned as your doctor.”
I looked up in surprise. “He will?” 
Artin’s lips pressed into a thin line. 
“And what will happen to me after?”
“After? After what?”
“After the child is born.”
Artin’s bitter laughter filled the room. “The child will be well cared for. It will be a ruler of this great kingdom. That is the price.”
“And what about me?”
“You?”
My fingers twisted in my lap. “Me. What happens to me? There is a harem for the royal surrogates, isn’t there? Somewhere for them to live out their days in luxury and comfort?”
“Is that what you believe?”
My throat was tight. 
“Is it not true?”
Artin came closer, and I could smell the richness of her perfume. “There is no such place. Could you imagine the cost of such a thing? The kingdom would never allow it. No surrogate survives the birth of a royal child.”
Her voice was a hiss, and every word chilled me to the bone. 
“You’re lying,” I whispered. 
“Am I?” she said. “Do you love the king?”  
“I—” 
Venali fucked me like he loved me… and my heart had betrayed me on far too many occasions to deny that I loved him. The way I felt around him was inescapable. It could be nothing else but love. 
“Consider it carefully,” Artin said. “Perhaps there is a way that your life might be spared.”
I swallowed hard. “What do you mean?”
“I will say no more of it now,” she replied. “But you would be well advised to forget your ridiculous dreams. Your life matters only as long as you carry that child in your belly. Afterward—”
Her voice trailed away and left an ominous silence in its wake. She was threatening me, but at the same time warning me. I didn’t know what it meant, only that everything had changed. The only security I had ever known had been ripped out from under me, and I was adrift. 
Artin straightened and brushed her hands over her watersilk bodice. “The servants will come to take you to your new chambers,” she said. “Keep your worries to yourself. Tannyl and I will work on your behalf.”
“And I am to trust that you will?”
Artin’s smile was as cold and empty as her eyes. “Of course,” she said. “You are our responsibility. Where would you be if it were not for us?”
As she swept from the room, I couldn’t decide if her words were a threat or a promise, or a mixture of both. Whatever the truth was, I was in danger. 




CHAPTER SEVEN
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In a secluded wing of the citadel just below the royal quarters, the first months of my pregnancy passed in relative solitude. My only visitors, aside from the constant stream of servants who granted my every request without question, were Tannyl and the king. Artin did not visit or check on my progress herself, and I was grateful for it. I didn’t think I could look at her face or listen to her smugly cold voice without reacting ever again.  
I was surprised that the frequency of Venali’s visits did not change, but I didn’t know what I should have expected. Perhaps Artin’s words had done their work, and I was surprised when he did not forsake my bed or his interest in my changing body. 
With the birth only weeks away, my nervousness returned. 
During his visits to check the progress of the pregnancy, Tannyl had repeated Artin’s warning about what happened to the surrogates after the birth—they were never heard of again, or seen in the kingdom. Surely, it wasn’t hard to believe that they were dispatched or even banished in return for their sacrifice. 
In the night, as the moon rose high above the citadel, I turned to darker thoughts. Venali’s steady breathing and the sound of spring rain against the chamber window should have comforted me, but all I could think of was what would happen to me after the child was born. 
Could he really cast me out or allow my life to end… after all we had shared—  
“What is it?”
His voice was slow and steady, and undulled by sleep. He had been awake listening to me sigh and squirm. 
“The child,” I murmured. “Your son is restless tonight.”
His warm hand slipped over my hip and rubbed over the roundness of my belly. 
“You’re lying,” he murmured. “The babe is dreaming of his first day in the spring air, as you should be.”
Tears pricked my lashes, and I blinked them away. Tannyl and Artin would have me believe that I would never see my son’s first breaths or hear his first cry.
“I am trying,” I said. 
“You have been distracted,” he said. “Is there nothing I can do?”
Without meaning to, I grabbed his arm, and then had to physically hold myself back from tugging him over me. It was a ridiculous notion when I couldn’t even lie fully on my own stomach anymore. He rose up on his elbow to kiss me, and I could only hope that I could distract him from my worries with the promise of my body. 
His hand moved to cup my neck, thumb rubbing circles on my tender flesh. The feel of his fingers was different. Larger and thicker, less intense than the scorching heat of his mouth.
I sighed into his kiss with pleasure and gripped his shoulder tight. His knee was between my legs, a comforting weight without being demanding. When his mouth left mine to move down the curve of my neck, I had no breath to protest and squeezed my thighs together as he licked his way down to my collarbone. 
“Venali,” I hissed as I gripped the back of his neck.
“Yes?” he asked, still rubbing my neck with his fingers. I had expected him to move of his own accord down my body. Yet, he hadn’t, and that left my full breasts aching, wanting attention.
The king smiled as he tugged at the ribbon that held my shift closed, and as the fine material fell away, he drew a breath in between his teeth and then his mouth closed over the exposed peak of my nipple.
He groaned as he suckled at my breast, and I let out a soft moan as my back arched in response. 
My breasts were so sensitive, and I felt an immediate pang to know that my swollen nipples were leaking milk. But the king seemed not to care, and the press of his hard cock against me did not signal any reluctance on his part. 
Before, my breasts had just felt heavy and sore, but his swirling tongue was nearly too intense.
I was trembling all over already, and he had barely started; I tried to pull him closer. “Oh, stop, stop, don’t stop!” 
To his credit, he did not heed my pleas, instead drawing his hand over my other breast to massage it lightly with his palm, the slickness of my milk only lubricated his attentions and I moaned and gasped, pushing and twisting readily into his hand, as well as I could with my swollen belly.
His hand moved to caress the roundness of my stomach as he sucked gently on one nipple. The feel of his hand on my belly while his mouth teased and inflamed my breasts left me torn; reminding me all at once that I was large with child and yet... the overpowering want for him had her tight in its grip.
The ache I felt for him had only grown sharper as my pregnancy advanced, and I could not stop my yearning for him any more than I could stop the rain that drove against the chamber window.
The king flicked his tongue over the hard peak of my nipple, and then bit down lightly around the dusky pink bud, drawing a hard moan from my lips.
“Oh please,” I whimpered, thighs opening. It was almost embarrassing how quickly I was reduced to squirming desperation under his touch. 
His hand slid down the side of my stomach, agonizingly slow, to the taut skin below, and he brushed his fingers against my pussy gently before brazenly cupping my sex. 
“Here?” he teased.
Of course, I should have known that he couldn’t resist, but my only answer was another shaking moan. I knew I was slick and ready for him, and when he slid a finger inside me, I cried out softly and whimpered for more. 
Each stroke of his long fingers, combined with the suction of his mouth on my breasts, had me desperately clutching at his shoulders. 
“Yes,” I answered the question he didn’t ask. “Yes, more. I need you!”
His hand went still, causing me to whimper in frustration. “Are you sure?” he asked carefully. His hard cock pressed against my thigh was proof enough that he must want the same thing, and his consideration made my heart lurch in my chest. Perhaps he loved me. 
“Yes,” I gasped, “now.”
He smirked as he always did at my demands, and he gripped a breast with one hand as he adjusted me to my side and facing away from him. I moaned at the loss of contact, uncertain why he was moving me away.
But when he pressed his hard cock against the back of my thighs, I stopped squirming. 
“Oh!” I murmured, surprise and desire raging through me as he let out a grunt and tore the gossamer fabric of my shift away from my body and threw it to the floor. He lifted my knee and then pushed between my thighs, but not inside me yet. It seemed almost cruel for him to tease me when I was so desperate for him, and I groaned wordlessly in frustration.
“Let me savor it just for a moment.” He chuckled against my shoulder and I bit down hard on my cheek to keep myself in check. Yet, he had mercy and pressed the firm head of his cock against my silken folds, finally, finally pressing in.
It seemed to take forever for him to sink himself fully inside me, and then he went still. I nearly sobbed aloud at the halt in his motion.
“I need just a moment.” He kissed my back and shoulders, fingers caressing and plucking at my aching nipples, once again tugging warm liquid from them to lubricate his furiously sensual movements.
Moving his hand from my knee, he slid his hand below my belly to stroke his fingers against the swollen slickness of my clit. He teased and fondled me expertly, drawing gasps and moans from my lips with no effort. As the waves of pleasure built inside me, he moved his hips.
Open-mouthed, I panted for him, pushing back against him as well as I could to meet his every thrust. His other hand, cradling me against his chest, was still rubbing at the swollen buds of my nipples as he moved inside me. His breathing was already deep and ragged, and the sound of it drove my arousal higher. A King of the Jeweled Throne, undone by my body… It was a raw and powerful realization. 
“Let go,” he groaned against my skin, “I need you to...” The deep sound of his desire for me went straight through me and combined with his skillful touch, he had me spiraling out of control.
My skin prickled all over, already heavy and hot. The burning sensation deep inside me swept throughout my body until I felt consumed by it. 
At the apex of my ecstasy, I cried out and grabbed for his arm as my body tightened and trapped him inside me. 
The king gasped as I clamped down on his cock and he thrust hard enough to make me cry out in pleasure once more before he groaned deep in his throat and filled me with hot seed. 
Whimpering with release, I clutched his arm against my leaking breasts, dizzy and overcome with emotion and passion. 
It felt like hours passed before a hazy exhaustion sank into my sated limbs and I held his arm securely, glad he was still inside me. He would pull away in a moment to clean away our sweat and the remnants of our passion, as he used to, but for now, I basked in the feel of his body against mine.
The king’s touch roamed over the swell of my stomach and over my changed body; luxuriating in it. I had never felt more beautiful or desired than I did at that moment, which only brought the reason for my suspicions and fears careening back at a terrifying speed.
“What will happen after the child is born?” I whispered. 
“What do you mean?” His words were soft, and I could feel the hammering of his heart against my back. 
“What will happen to me?”
Lips pressed to my bare shoulder. “What do you think will happen?”
“I— I don’t know.”
“What did Artin tell you?”
Heat flared in my chest. “I don’t want her answers. I want yours.” My words sounded angry, and perhaps I was. 
Why wouldn’t anyone give me an answer?
Venali’s breath was warm against my back and his fingers were gentle on my belly. “What do you want to happen?”
“I— I don’t want to be sent away,” I blurted out. “I want to raise our child and watch him grow. Please say you will not release me and forget me.”
There was silence for a moment, and then Venali’s arm tightened around me and pulled me back against his chest once more, trapping me there. His hips moved slightly, driving his cock deep inside me once more. He was still hard, and I bit down on my lip to keep from moaning. 
“Did you think I would be able to cast you aside?” he whispered. 
“I—”
“I will fuck you until the last day of my life,” he growled. “Our children will fill the citadel and put my brothers to shame with their beauty.” 
His cock twitched inside me as the king’s hand fell upon my hip and held me tight. He thrust up into me, building a gentle rhythm. 
“I want no one else to bear my children. Only you.”
I moaned and pushed back against him, encouraging him to drive his cock into me harder and faster until I was panting and moaning with the exquisite pleasure of it. 
“You belong to me, Liana,” he growled, and he bit down on my shoulder. The sudden flash of pain made me cry out, and my nails dug into his forearm as my climax crested and broke over me. 
Venali groaned as my body tightened around his cock, and I moaned with him as his hard length pulsed inside me, filling me with his seed again. 
“Do you believe me?” he asked, his voice heavy with desire. 
“I do,” I replied. 
And I did. I believed him. 
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“You will be well cared for,” he assured me as we walked together in the citadel’s quiet corridors. The gardens outside were in full bloom, and the trees were heavy with blossoms and nesting birds. Spring had always brought nothing but dread to my life—wet feet, moldy blankets, and an impossible amount of work. But now that I was at the citadel? Spring had become my favorite time of year.  
“How could you have believed otherwise?” he asked. 
“I— I do not know. No one told me what it would be like…”
“And you guessed that the worst would happen?”
I shrugged. “I have known nothing else.”
The king’s arm snaked around my thickened waist, and he hugged me to his side. “You shall never know anything but kindness here,” he said. “I promise it.”
The glow of his promise stayed with me, even in the darkest parts of the night, and I refused to think about the lies that Tannyl and Artin had told me. 
But the child’s birth was imminent, and my appointments and examinations had increased, which meant I was forced to be in the goblin’s company far more often than I liked. His examinations were always rough and painful, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible was about to happen every time he arrived at the citadel. 
“Your child is growing quickly now,” the goblin said. “The birth pains will be upon you in a few days’ time.”
“So soon?”
My fear of what lay ahead of me had been replaced by my fear of the pain and blood that would bring this child into the world. What if I didn’t survive? Women died in childbed all the time. My own mother had not survived my birth… I had barely survived it. 
“We have not spoken of our agreement in some time,” Tannyl said. 
“Agreement—”
The goblin’s eyes glittered in the candlelight. “You could not be here without my help.”
“I don’t owe you anything,” I whispered. 
“Don’t you?”
My mouth was dry and my throat was tight. I did owe him… without his help, I would never have been brought into the Monarch. I would never have been presented to Venali. He never would have chosen me. 
“What do you want?” I pulled a jeweled comb from my hair and held it out to him.  “Gold? Jewels? I can get you whatever you want.”
The goblin’s ink-stained fingers tapped on the edge of the table that held his herbs and potions. “Can you? What I want has no sparkle, girl.”
“Then what?”
“Your son will be a king, but if something were to happen to his Majesty before the child comes of age, a regent will be required.”
“A regent—”
I knew nothing of politics or the scheming that occurred behind the scenes of power. 
“You must do something for me,” he said. He pulled an iron key from his pocket and unlocked an iron-bound wooden chest. The click of bottles filled the air as he dragged his fingers through the contents of the box and then selected one. He drew out a dark blue glass vial sealed with black wax. 
“What is that?”
“A guarantee,” he said. “You will give this to the king. In his wine. Or in his food. Put it on your pussy for all I care… just see that he takes it all.”
“And the child?”
“You don’t need to worry about that. As soon as the child is born, you won’t have to think about it ever again. You’ll be free, and Artin will see that you’re well taken care of.”
Free. 
But would I be? What if he was lying? 
I stared at the vial and then pushed myself off the examination bed. “I will not. I will not do anything to harm the king. And I will not give up my child.”
“You made a pact, girl,” the goblin growled. 
“I won’t do it.”
The vial disappeared into the chest and the lock clicked shut. “You’ll regret this.”    
I wrapped my arms protectively around my belly. “You need to leave,” I said stiffly. “And tell Artin I do not wish to see her again.”
The goblin snorted and packed his chests away into the wagon that he brought with him to each examination. 
“We shall see,” he growled. 
Without waiting for him to say another word, I turned on my heel and fled the room. I needed to find solace in Venali’s arms. And I needed to tell him what had happened. They had wanted me to harm him. And it might have worked. If I had not been shown what would happen to me, or if I had been left to believe the terrible lies that I had been told, I might have been desperate enough to do something stupid…
I might have done it. 
I might have killed him. 
But everything was different now. 
I loved him. 
And my future was secure. 
I needed to tell him everything. 




CHAPTER EIGHT
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The pains began early in the morning before the birds had begun to sing. My screams of pain brought Venali and his guards running through the stone corridors of the citadel, and he found me on the floor, hands clasped around my belly as the tremors of the birthing pains ripped through me.  
“Tannyl is coming,” he said as he lifted me in his arms and held me tight against his chest. 
“Where— where are we going?” I choked out. 
“You will give birth to the next royal son of the Leonan line in my bed,” he said. “And then you will not leave it again.”
“But, Majesty,” one of his advisors said, clearly shocked, “she must be taken to the birthing chambers. It is tradition.”
“It is no longer my tradition,” Venali snarled. 
The advisor nodded, and I felt a swell of love for the king who had taken me into his heart, as well as his bed. 
“I need to tell you something,” I whispered as he laid me down on the rich coverlet. Servants rushed into the room with hot water and towels, and a cool cloth was pressed to my forehead. 
“What is it?”
“Tannyl,” I whispered. “The goblin. Do not let him near me. He has… He has threatened to steal the child away and plans to end your own life. Please, please do not let him in.”
Venali’s dark eyes narrowed. “Why would he do what?”
“I defied him. I refused to do his bidding.”
“His bidding? I don’t understand.”
Desperation clawed at me with sharper pangs than my impending delivery. “The only reason I was presented to you is because of the goblin… I would never have been considered as a surrogate without his help. I promised—”
The tears came in a flood. 
Venali took hold of my chin and forced me to look at him. “It doesn’t matter what you promised. He doesn’t own you.”
I shook my head. “Not anymore.”
Venali’s forehead creased in anger and I worried I had said too much. Pain rippled across my stomach, and I cried out in agony. 
“Please,” I choked out, “do not let him in. I do not need his potions. I only need you.”
“The goblin is here, Majesty,” a servant said. “He brings medicine and herbs to ease the surrogate’s birth.”
“Take the potions from him and have the guards take him to the dungeon,” the king commanded without looking at the servant who had spoken. He took my hand in his and held it gently. 
“Majesty, are you—”
“Do not make me repeat myself!” he shouted. The servants scrambled to do his bidding and the thud of the guards’ boots on the stone floor filled me with fear for a split second before the chamber door slammed shut. Shouts from the corridor confirmed that the king’s command had been followed. 
“You are safe with me,” he said, and leaned forward to kiss me. His lips were tender, and I leaned into his kiss with relief and wonder. He loved me… I knew it with every inch of my body, and when the kiss broke, his smile lifted my heart even higher.. 
“Now, my darling, Liana, let us welcome our son into the world.”
THE END
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After a breakup, Amity Fiorelli needs some comfort. She gets way more than she expected, but was the meeting an accident, or is she a pawn in a bigger game? 






CHAPTER ONE

LUCAS
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I pulled my phone out of my pocket and frowned at the screen. "Fuck." 
Whenever my oldest brother, Reuben, called me, it usually meant he wanted something. Correction, it always meant he wanted something.
As the more-or-less dutiful third youngest son of the Brantley family, Reuben often wanted me to do some kind of dirty deed, dirt cheap. I should probably ignore the call, but he would keep trying, and if he couldn't get me, he’d send a car for me. No one ignored Reuben Brantley.
I hit the green button on the screen and put the phone to my ear. "Yo." Reuben hated to be greeted that way, but I couldn't resist. If he wanted something badly enough, he would have to suck it up.
"Lucas." His voice came down the line, as gruff and grumpy as always. "I have a job for you."
"One of these days, you're going to call me up for a chat," I said lightly. As if that would ever happen. "Maybe you should say hello and ask me how my day is going."
Or better yet, call my twin brothers. Whatever it was, they would be more than happy to do it. Murder, extortion, threats, kidnapping; you name it, Hunter and Parker would do it for Reuben. The youngest in our family of seven, we didn't refer to them as the evil twins for nothing. They loved the nickname. Pair of sick fucks.
Reuben was silent for a moment. Finally, he said, "We're having some trouble with the Fiorelli family."
What was new? It was always someone. We had a lot of rivals. The Bells, the DiMarcos and, more recently, the Fiorellis. Everyone wanted a chunk of the organised crime pie.
"The twins said something about Dante Fiorelli stirring up trouble," I said. "What does that have to do with me?"
Reuben grunted. "Word is they'd like to wipe out anyone with the last name Brantley."
"Okay, that's definitely a problem," I said ironically. They could try. They wouldn't succeed. Although, I prefer they didn't try. I liked not having to sleep with one eye open.
"So far, their influence hasn't stretched much past the West Australian border. I'd like to keep it that way. However…" Reuben paused.
Okay, here it came.
"However?" I prompted.
"One of Fiorelli's daughters is currently living in Sydney," Reuben said. "Her name is Amity. I want you to get close to her."
I grimaced. "And by close, you mean?"
"Whatever it takes," he said. "Keep her from getting involved in her family's shit, if you can. If necessary, we can use her as leverage later."
I sighed. "This is really more the twins’—"
"The twins are busy," Reuben interrupted.
I tried again, “You know, Zeke might better suited—”
“Zeke is on tour with Wolf Venom, and he never does what he’s told,” Reuben growled. "I'm sure you can find some charm deep down. Seduce her, marry her, knock her up, I don't care, just make sure she's on our side."
"Fine, I—" I stopped mid-sentence. "I'm talking to a dial tone." Typical Reuben. He liked to drop a bomb and then scatter. If he wanted me to charm this woman, I would. From what I gathered, she was my age and pretty cute. This wouldn't be too much of a chore.
Unless I fell for her.




CHAPTER TWO

AMITY
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I adjusted my position on the stool and sipped my champagne. It was only my second glass, but I was already starting to feel the buzz. Another couple of these and I'd be wasted. 
It had already been a long week and it was only Tuesday.
"What are we celebrating?" a smooth voice asked. The speaker slipped into the empty stool beside me.
He was tall, at least a head taller than me. His dark brown hair was longer on the top than it was on the sides. Smiling blue eyes looked directly into mine.
I got the impression he did that a lot. Smiling, I mean. He looked like the kind of guy who was at ease anywhere. The kind of guy who usually didn't notice girls like me.
He wore a dark grey, tailored suit that looked expensive and fit him perfectly. His tie had cartoon characters on it, contrasting directly with the seriousness of his suit.
"Who says we're celebrating?" I took a bigger sip than I intended.
His eyes darted down to where the hem of my dress rode halfway up my thigh. I could have tugged it down, but I liked the way he seemed appreciative. I wasn't used to guys looking at me that way. Or at all. I was the kind of woman who never held their gaze and was forgotten two seconds later. At least, that was how it felt.
His eyes returned to my face. "No judgement, but you're dressed up and drinking champagne, and it's Tuesday." He turned to the bar attendant and ordered a bourbon and cola. "Either you're celebrating or commiserating."
After a moment he added, "Or you like to get dressed up and drink champagne on a Tuesday." He nodded his thanks to the attendant who placed his drink in front of him.
"Right." That covered all the possibilities I could think of. I sighed and let one of my feet dangle, the heel of my shoe almost touching the floor.
"Bad breakup," I said finally. "We were supposed to go out to dinner tonight, but he had other plans." I shrugged as though I wasn't burning up inside.
He winced. "Ouch." He held out his hand. "I'm Lucas. I'm starting to think I'm intruding on your evening. You can tell me to fuck off if you want." He put a hand on the bar as if to push himself to his feet and leave.
"No," I said quickly. "It's okay. You're not intruding." He might be the distraction I needed. "I'm Amity." When he offered his hand again, I shook it. Both of us hung on longer than we should have. After a few long moments, our hands slipped away from each other.
"Well, Amity, can I buy you a refill?" he offered.
I looked down into my glass to find it empty. When did that happen?
"I really shouldn't." I placed my glass down on the bar. "Drowning my sorrows seems like a really good idea until the next day." Everything was fucked up enough without having a hangover.
"You know what you need?" He swallowed down the last of his drink and placed his empty glass beside mine. He hopped down from his stool and offered me his hand. "Come with me. I know just the thing to take your mind off… Can I call him an asshole?"
"Go ahead," I said. I looked at Lucas' hand and thought for a moment. Did I really want to go off with a complete stranger and do fuck knows what? Sure, he was a hot stranger and I was immediately drawn to him, but so were moths to flame.
"I'm not gonna hurt you," he assured me. "Unless that's your thing, in which case all you need to do is tell me how hard." He grinned, showing a dimple in his left cheek.
Shit, he was dangerously cute. A girl could get herself into real trouble with him.
I slipped my hand into his and clicked across the hard floor to the door.
We stepped out into the sultry Sydney evening. The air was so humid it felt like sweat and sin. In this part of the city, there was plenty of both.
"Where are we going?" I asked.
"You'll see." He gave me a sidelong, cagey look. "Trust me."
"Said every serial killer ever," I said. I eyed him doubtfully, but he didn't look like a serial killer. Then again, most of them didn't.
He laughed softly, an unexpectedly deep, gravelly sound. It sent a bolt of white hot heat straight to my core. I don't know what was more intoxicating, the champagne or him.
"I leave that sort of shit to my brothers," he said.
I wasn't sure if he was joking or not. Given the dubious stuff my father and older siblings were involved in, I was in no position to judge. I did my best to stay out of their crap and out of their way, but that wasn't always easy.
"What do you do?" I asked. Either he worked in an office, or he also liked to get dressed up and drink on Tuesdays.
"I own this place." Lucas jerked his thumb back towards the bar. "And a couple of other places around here. Inherited them from my father. None of my brothers were interested in running them." He shrugged.
My mouth formed an O. His family must have some money then. Mine did as well, so I wasn't easily impressed or intimidated. I certainly wasn't going to hook up with him because of it. Wait, was I thinking of hooking up with him at all? Honestly, I wasn't sure what I was thinking right now. Maybe I wasn't thinking at all.
"What do you do?" he asked.
I exhaled through pursed lips, then reluctantly said, "I was a PA until a couple of hours ago."
"You were?" He pulled me over until we were walking hip to hip. "You really are having a bad day. Or is that related to the breakup?"
"Yeah," I said softly. "Don't date your boss."
"Shit," Lucas said softly. "Lucky for me I’m my own boss. Not that it doesn't come without its complications too. If you don't mind me saying, this guy is sounding more and more like a grade A douchebucket."
"The more I think about it, the more I agree with you." Michael was also a decade older than me. That alone should have been a huge red flag right in my face.
Truthfully, it was, but I ignored it, and now I was screwed over because of it. My father would probably tell me he told me so. Right before he took out a hit on Michael. I was hurt and pissed off, but I didn't want him dead. Not exactly.
"Then you definitely need this." Lucas nodded to a bouncer with arms like a monster truck. and led me into a place with the interesting name of Slush Bunny.
The outside of the building was completely black except their name in red. The inside was the same shade of red, with accents of black and gold. The walls look like they were covered with red velvet, interspersed with black velvet curtains and red leather seats.
The centre of the room was dominated by a black stage with a shining gold-tone pole running down the middle.
A woman around my age, dressed in only a tiny black G-string, gripped the pole with two hands and the crooks of her knees and spun around it. The amount of strength she must have had to hold herself there was mind blowing.
As for her bare breasts, I hardly knew where to look.
"I hope you don't think I'm going to get up there and dance?" I asked. Even if I had the strength, I didn't have the body confidence to do anything like that.
Lucas grinned. "I'd be lying if I said the thought hadn't crossed my mind, but no. I wanted to introduce you to a friend of mine. He's on next."
I blinked a couple of times. "You brought me here to see a stripper?" After a moment, and before he could respond, I added, "Of course you did, what else would people do at a strip club?"
"We can leave if you want," Lucas offered. "I just thought watching Bray might take your mind off things for a while. He's very talented." He seemed sincere, like he would take me anywhere I wanted to go if it helped me to get through the rest of the night.
"We're here now," I said. "I have to admit I'm curious. I've never been in a place like this before."
"Never?" Lucas led me over to a table near the stage and pulled out my chair for me. A gentleman too. "In that case, I should warn you, no touching until we go backstage afterwards." He grinned and wiggled his eyebrows.
I knew enough to know the look and don't touch rule in places like this. The last thing I wanted was to be removed by a bouncer who could tuck me under his arm and carry me out.
"I'll keep my hands to myself," I promised.
I sat.
I was close to the stage and the dancer’s nipples were at eye height. I felt bad for looking, but couldn’t look away.
She was braver than I was. I could count on one finger the amount of people who had seen me naked as an adult. Michael, and him only a handful of times we'd been intimate in the couple of months we'd dated. Before him, there was no one serious enough for more than a few kisses.
Lucas moved his chair closer to me before he sat. He barely glanced at the stripper. He seemed more interested in looking at me.
"Can I get you a drink?" he offered. "The water here is pretty good if you're done with alcohol."
"That would be nice, thank you." I watched with half an eye as the woman stripped off her G string, spun a couple more times around the pole and then slipped off the stage.
Lucas waved to someone near the bar and gave them a hand gesture that somehow seemed to mean to bring over two glasses of water.
In the meantime, a man walked out on the stage wearing a suit like Lucas'. He looked so—corporate—I didn't realise at first this was Bray.
He had golden blond hair in a similar style to Lucas, but longer at the front so it hung over his forehead. His eyes were also blue, a piercing shade that made me want to stare right into them. If it wasn't for the piercing through his left brow, I would have thought he was an accountant. If accountants came that hot.
Bray flashed Lucas a smile, then looked at me and winked.
Holy shit, he had a dimple in both of his cheeks.
He started to dance, his moves mesmerising, even though he was fully dressed.
I was vaguely aware of someone slipping into the chair on the other side of Lucas. I glanced over to see a dark haired guy watching me with interest. He wore a dark button down shirt. His hair was shorter than the other two.
I looked back as Bray undid his suit jacket and slipped it down his arms. He locked his eyes on mine as though he was taking his clothes off just for me.
I swallowed hard.
Lucas was right. This was a very good way to take my mind off… Whatever his name was.
Bray gyrated his hips and slipped his hands up his torso to the front of his shirt. In a single, fluid movement he tore it open and let his shirt drop to the stage. His chest and stomach were pure ripples of muscle, covered with more tattoos than I had ever seen on anyone before. A scar ran down his side and another across his left pec. It was true what they say, chicks dig scars. I certainly dug his. They made him look mouthwateringly sexy as fuck.
At this point, I was starting to understand the no touching rule. I kinda wanted to. Very much. I kept my hands firmly on my thighs until Lucas reached for one of them. He placed my hand in his lap and put one of his over mine.
I knew I didn’t imagine his cock twitched under my palm.
My face was so hot I knew I was blushing like crazy.
Lucas and his friend both watched me while I watched Bray. I saw them in the corner of my eye like they were imagining how wet I was getting right now.
Spoiler alert, very wet.
Bray grabbed the pole and spun, muscular arms and shoulders holding him in place. He lifted his legs to one side, so his entire body was being held up by his upper body strength alone.
Between him and the two guys with their eyes on me, my ovaries started to throb. That was a first for me. I usually didn't have this kind of a reaction to anyone, much less three guys. And I hadn't even spoken to the other two yet. What was wrong with me right now?
Somewhere in mid spin, Bray managed to undo his pants and let them slide down his thick, slick legs. He wore boxes under his pants, that did nothing to hide the fact he had an enormous cock.
I found myself licking my lips. How would it feel to have him in my mouth?
Why was I even thinking that? It wasn't something I had ever done before. With Michael it was always wham bam, done, like he felt guilty for touching me. Maybe he did, because he clearly had no intention of being with me. Not really.
Just when I thought I was hot enough, Bray slipped down his boxers and shimmied out of them.
I was right, his cock was huge and only slightly hard. Fully erect, he must be massive.
And I was probably leaving a puddle on the chair. My core ached so much I was drenched.
Bray flashed me a smile that made my heart flip, then strutted off the stage like the god he knew he was.
Lucas traced circles around the back of my hand with his thumb. "Would you like to go backstage? Bray is a good friend of Paul and I." He jerked his head toward the guy sitting beside him. "We could all hang out for a while."
I had to take a big drink of water before I could respond. Even then, my voice came out as a squeak. "Okay."
This could either be a really, really bad idea or a really, really good one.





CHAPTER THREE

AMITY
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"Hey," Bray greeted us all as we stepped into the backstage area. He slipped into a pair of low slung track pants, not light grey unfortunately. He greeted Paul and Lucas with smiles, but his eyes lingered on me. 
"Braden Hayes, this is Amity," Lucas said. To me, he said, "Don't be fooled by his big cock, he's actually really smart too. He is in the second year of his postgraduate degree in veterinary science."
Hot, smart and compassionate, what a guy.
"You met Paul outside, but I didn't get a chance to introduce you properly. Paul Reed-Smith is a priest. Don't worry," Lucas added quickly. "He's not a very good priest."
Paul snorted. "I'm an excellent priest, I just don't agree with all that celibacy shit. And a bunch of other things the Church teaches."
"Like I said, not a very good priest." Lucas grinned. "Paul is going to Hell along with the rest of us."
Paul shrugged. "I worship in my own way. That won't go unnoticed after I pass. At least I don't worship money like some people I could mention." He gave Lucas a meaningful, if teasing, look.
Lucas actually flipped him off. "A priest who frequents my strip club and my brothel is—"
"Living his best life as the good Lord wanted," Paul finished for him.
"Sounds like the way to be," Bray said. He stepped over to me and lightly touched my lower arm with his fingertips. "What’s a beautiful girl like you doing with a reprobate like Lucas? And Paul for that matter. You know they'll both lead you astray, right?"
"Maybe she wants to be led astray," Lucas said before I could respond. "For your information, I'm helping her to forget some bad shit that happened. That seemed to have worked. For a while at least."
I offered him a watery smile, grateful he hadn't gone into detail. Although, none of that seemed to matter anymore. It wasn't like Michael and I were married or anything. Or even dating for very long. What seemed like the end of the world an hour or two ago seemed like a very small deal now.
"Good choice," Paul said. "Give us a chance and you won't remember your own name."
Holy shit. Wait, was that the wrong thing to think? He was a priest after all. Oh, fuck it, holy shit.
I cleared my throat, uncertain how to respond to that.
"Um." Apparently I had already forgotten how to speak. Were these guys suggesting what I thought they were suggesting? I'd barely fucked one guy, let alone three.
"Paul is very forward as you can see," Bray said. "He'll also fuck anything with a pulse."
"Is a pulse a requirement?" Lucas grinned.
"Yes it is," Paul said. "Like I said, living my best life." To me he said, "Ignore them, they're just jealous. Why don't we sit? You can tell me about yourself." He gestured to a couch off to one side of the room. It was the kind that could be cleaned by wiping it down.
I had a feeling it got wiped down a lot.
"There's not much to tell," I said, but I sat anyway. Paul sat on one side of me and Bray on the other. Lucas pulled over a chair and turned it around backwards before straddling it.
My heart raced like crazy. What was I doing in the back room at a strip club with three hot guys? Me, who was basically the mouse to everyone who knew me.
"Do you have any family?" Paul asked. "Brothers? Sisters?"
"There's seven of us," I said. "Four older and two younger. And three step siblings."
"Let me guess, the middle children got forgotten?" Paul asked gently.
"Yeah," I admitted. "I wasn't the oldest, the youngest or the loudest." I was the quiet one in a corner with a book. That suited me fine most of the time, unless I needed something. Then I learned to fend for myself.
"You deserve to be noticed." Paul stroked the back of his knuckles down my cheek, featherlight but somehow still intimate.
"You're so cute when you blush," Lucas said softly.
That made me blushed even harder.
Paul leaned in to brush his lips over mine. "You taste good."
Fortunately, I didn't really believe in Hell. If I did, kissing a priest was probably top of the list of things they would send me there. Unless he was right and whatever deities who might be out there wanted us to enjoy our lives.
Either way, I didn't pull away from him. If anything, I leaned in closer.
His hand brushed past my cheek before he tangled his fingers in my hair and pulled me closer still. He kissed me deeper before his tongue invaded my mouth, sliding over my lips and teeth.
Most of my conscious thoughts went out the window, but I was vaguely aware of Lucas stepping off the chair and coming to kneel in front of me. He placed his hands on my knees and swivelled my hips so my thighs were to either side of him. Slowly and lightly, his hands started to wander up my legs and under the hem of my dress.
From the other side of me, Bray lightly massaged my shoulders, then slipped his fingers under the straps of my dress. Between him and Paul, they slid the straps off my shoulders and rolled down the fabric to my waist.
Lucas worked his hands up higher, right to the top of my thighs. His fingers ghosted lightly over the gusset of my panties.
"She's already wet," he said.
"Of course she is," Bray said. "She's a good girl. I could tell the moment she walked in the door."
I didn't feel good right now, I felt amazing. I'd never been the centre of attention for anything, much less this.
When Bray said, "Sit forward a little so I can undo your bra," I did just that.
At the same time, Lucas hooked his fingers into the top of my panties and drew them down to my ankles. One after the other, he lifted my feet and pulled them off over my heels. "Those can stay on."
He pushed my dress out of the way a bit more and crouched so his face was between my thighs.
Paul and Bray slipped off my bra and Paul threw it aside. He sat back to look at me appraisingly. Usually, my curves made me self-conscious, but the look on his face made me more aroused. That and the featherlight touch of Lucas' tongue against my seam.
"You are beautiful," Paul whispered.
Lucas glanced up and grinned. "And blushing again."
"I'm not beautiful," I muttered.
Bray turned me to face him and cupped my cheeks in his large hands. "You're absolutely gorgeous. I'm going to make it my personal mission to make sure you realise that."
He slanted his wide mouth over mine in a kiss that felt possessive. When he said he would make it his mission, I didn't think he meant for the next hour or two. He meant for longer than that. I don't know why I thought that, but I did.
Lucas lowered his mouth again and started to tease and spoil my clit and folds.
While Bray kissed me like there was no tomorrow, Paul rubbed his hands up and down my back and around to cup my breasts. He palmed my nipples and rolled them until they were stiff peaks.
"Perfect handfuls," Paul said, his mouth so close to my ear I felt his breath brush my lobe.
"Perfect pussy too," Lucas said, his voice muffled.
Bray didn't try to speak, he was too busy devouring my mouth with his lips and teeth and tongue.
As for me, all of this stimulation had me close to coming already. When Lucas slipped a finger inside my wet heat, then another, I couldn't stop myself. I bucked my hips a couple of times, then came against his mouth. The orgasm was a rush of pleasure like I'd never felt before. The world could have ended and I wouldn't have noticed. All I knew was blurred vision and every nerve ending in my body singing like a choir.
I came back down slowly, just as Lucas straightened up and undid the front of his pants. He gripped his already-erect cock and ran his hand over it a couple of times.
I swallowed. "I'm not on birth control right now." Michael had always had condoms close by. I think the idea of me getting pregnant scared the shit out of him.
"Don't worry," Lucas said lightly, "we'll take care of it." He gripped my hips with one hand and positioned his cock outside my entrance with the other.
Assuming he knew to pull out in time, I lay back against Paul and let Lucas slide his cock deep into my body. I couldn't contain the groan that slipped from between my lips.
"Such a good girl," Bray said softly. While Paul continued to lavish attention on my breasts, Bray moved around and stood beside us. He pushed his track pants down his hips to expose his massive cock. "Do you think you can fit some of this into that gorgeous mouth of yours?"
I looked at him with wide eyes. "I can try," I whispered.
"Very good girl." Bray brushed a hand over my cheek, then moved to slide his cock between my lips. It was a lot. Definitely a big mouthful.
I sucked and licked his tip before he pushed it in a little further.
"You feel so good," Lucas groaned. "So tight. You guys are gonna love this pussy." He thrust into me slowly at first, then with increasing speed. He was bigger than Michael. Big enough that I could feel him filling me, stretching me. Incredible.
Paul reached down with one hand and rubbed the tip of a couple of fingers over my clit.
I've never had more than one orgasm in a session, but they had me on the brink again in a matter of strokes.
"Come again," Bray said in a purring tone. "You can do it, beautiful girl."
I couldn't respond except to suck harder and roll my hips in rhythm with Lucas' thrusts. Panting through my nose, I came so hard I was almost ready to choke on Bray's cock. I arched my back and groaned.
Lucas came at the same time, pumping harder into me and filling my body with hot cum.
I crashed down a little faster then I would have liked, my heart racing with a hint of panic. I let go of Bray's cock and struggled to breathe.
"It's okay, beautiful," Paul said soothingly. "We've got this. We've got you, we promise."
"Trust us," Lucas said. "It's gonna be okay." He ran his hands up and down my thighs, then pulled himself slowly out of me.
I could feel his wetness seeping out of my pussy. I wanted to trust them, but this was something new for me. Something that perhaps should have felt very wrong, but it felt right. I had no idea why, it just did.
Lucas moved aside and made way for Paul. If I wasn't going to Hell before, I was when he slid down his pants and I saw his cock. All I could think was that I wanted him inside me. I wanted him to come inside me like Lucas had.
Paul turned me so I was lying on my back on the couch, then lay his full-length over the top of me. He bent my knees and knelt between them. Lucas' cum was pushed back inside me when Paul pressed his cock deep into my body.
I groaned and arched my back. He made me feel even more full than Lucas had. Stretched me further. I could hardly believe I'd just fucked one guy and I was fucking another. This was not how I expected my night to go, but I was one hundred percent here for it.
"Hey, beautiful." Paul stroked the side of my face with his fingertips while his cock stroked inside me. "I'm going to come inside you, okay? You're going to let me do that, right?"
"I—" I hesitated. If they had me like they said they did, then where was the harm? Maybe I was naïve, but I wanted this.
"Yes," I said finally. "I want you to come inside me."
Paul smiled. "Good, because I want that too." He rolled his hips, pumping into me with even, firm thrusts.
Somewhere in the back of my mind I reminded myself I was fucking a priest. For some reason, the lure of the forbidden made me aroused all over again.
"I'm going to come," Paul whispered. "I'm going to fill you so full your ovaries are going to think it's a party in a hot tub."
Any other time, I would have thought that was hysterical, but right now it was hot as hell.
"If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to get me pregnant," I said in a hoarse whisper.
Paul smiled down at me. "That's exactly what we're trying to do, beautiful. The moment we saw you, we knew you were another piece to our puzzle. Getting you pregnant will be the knot that binds us all together."
Oh.
My.
Fucking.
God.
That should have been the craziest thing I've ever heard, but it wasn't. I felt like I'd known all of them for years. Like everything that happened earlier that evening was meant to lead me here, right now.
Lucas knelt beside me, his face close to mine. "You belong with us now. We will take care of you. I promise you that. You and our baby."
I looked at him right in the eyes. I wanted to believe him. He believed what he was saying. I saw that on his face.
I looked over to Bray.
"We swear," the big guy said. "All we want to do is make you happy. Whatever that takes."
"But you don't even know me," I said.
"No, but we will," Paul said. He ground into me harder.
If this was a dream, it felt too good to wake up from. All I ever wanted was to be noticed. Now I was definitely noticed, surrounded by three hot guys who said they wanted to be with me. And I wanted to be with them.
Hoping like hell didn't regret it later, I whispered, "Okay, get me pregnant."
Paul pumped harder, faster until he stilled. He let out a low moan and a grunt as he came inside me. "Fuck yeah."
He sagged over me, panting, but smiling. "Lucas was right, you do have a wonderful pussy."
He rolled off me and Bray took his place before much of his cum could seep back out.
"I'll take this slowly, gorgeous," Bray said. He pressed the tip of his cock to my entrance like a plug. His eyes on mine, he eased in bit by bit. Every few moments, he would stop and let me get used to how big he was, to let me stretch even further. Only when I was ready, did he keep pressing deeper. Until he finally slid all the way in, his passage made easier by the slick cum of two other men.
I swallowed. He was so big, it felt like I was going to burst but it felt incredible.
"Mmm." That was the closest to a word I could get out right now. Even that evaporated when he started to move inside my body. He hit me everywhere all at once, making my toes curl and my blood pump harder right in my core.
Lucas and Paul knelt beside us. Lucas kissed me with a mouth that tasted like my juices. Paul licked and sucked my nipples until they ached with pleasure.
"You guys weren't wrong about her pussy," Bray said breathlessly. "So. Fucking. Tight. Hell yes." He kept his eyes on my face the entire time, pausing any time I looked uncomfortable or shifted my position on the couch.
In each instance, he waited until I was ready before resuming his deliberate, steady strokes. "Such a good girl. You're gonna let me get you pregnant, aren't you?"
I murmured my agreement between kisses with Lucas. The only thing I could think right now was that I wanted Bray to fill me with a bunch of babies.
Lucas broke off our kiss when I started to pant and moan. "That's it. Come again. We want you to have so many orgasms it'll start to feel like you live there."
That sounded okay to me. More than okay. So okay that I came for a third time and a fourth, each more intense than the last. Nothing existed but pleasure, fast moving blood, and slow moving cock. Then the sound of Bray groaning as he too came inside me, filling me even more.
He sagged against the side of the couch so his weight wasn't all on me. "I'm gonna wait a while, to make sure everything stays in."
Honestly, his cock felt so good inside me I could have happily stayed there all day, just like this.




CHAPTER FOUR

AMITY
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"That's the last box." Bray lowered it to the floor and rolled his shoulders. He smiled at me and stepped over to place a large hand lightly on my already growing bump. "You're officially moved in." 
"It's only taken four months to convince her," Lucas said, handing me a sweet, milky tea. He handed Bray another and stepped back into the kitchen to reclaim his.
"I didn't want to rush," I protested.
Paul snorted and snaked an arm around my waist. "You let us get you pregnant the night we met, but you didn't want to rush?" he asked teasingly.
"There's a difference between getting caught up in the moment and committing to moving in with two and a half guys," I retorted. Mostly Lucas and Bray lived here, but Paul was here most of the time when he wasn't giving sermons to people who thought he was a good, dutiful priest.
"Regrets?" Paul pulled me so my back leaned against his chest. He pressed a possessive hand to my belly.
They all loved the baby that was growing inside me, but I knew they all hoped they were the one who put it there. As for me, I didn't care. I'd spent the last four months going out on dates with all three guys and hanging out with them. And falling head over heels in love with all of them. It was no surprise to anyone when the pregnancy test came back positive six weeks after that night. At first, I thought they might break their promise and run, but none of them had. They'd lived up to every word and more. Especially the promise of frequent orgasms.
"Nope," I said lightly. I was working as an assistant for one of Lucas' friends, living with three amazing guys and carrying our child.
Life was pretty fucking perfect right now.
"I love you," Paul said near my ear.
I turned my face and smiled. "I love you too. And Lucas. And Bray."
Lucas grinned. "I love you too."
Bray toasted me with his coffee. "I love you as well, our beautiful, good girl."
His words made me feel warm all over. My heart was as full as my body had been that night, when we made our baby.




CHAPTER FIVE

LUCAS
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"So it's done then," Reuben said through the phone line. "She's living with you and pregnant. Good work. I hadn't expected you to go quite that far. I admire your commitment to the family." 
I bit back a burst of rage. "Yeah, my commitment to the family is next level. But nothing compared to my commitment to Amity."
"Lucas—" Reuben's tone was a warning.
"No," I interrupted. "You might not believe this, but I'm in love with her. I can one hundred percent guarantee she will not take part in any action against us. But you will not use her to get to her father or any other member of her family."
The silence was almost deafening. I wished I could see Reuben's face so I could gauge his reaction before he spoke. On the other hand, if I was with him he might strangle me or have one of his henchmen do the job. Gianni in particular seemed to get great pleasure out of torture and murder. He wouldn't care if I was Reuben's brother, as long as he could make me scream.
"As long as she takes no action against us, then I have no need to take action against her," Reuben said finally. "Unless her family comes after us first. Then I make no guarantees."
I sighed. I knew Reuben well enough to know that was as much as I was going to get from him. I would just have to do whatever it took to keep her, our baby, Bray and Paul safe.
"Lucas," Reuben continued, "if at any time you take her family's side—"
"I won't," I said firmly. "I'll do whatever I can to keep us both out of the middle of it."
"Do that," Reuben said and then hung up.
"Is everything okay?" Amity asked as she stepped through the doorway into the kitchen.
Like she had ever since the first time I lay eyes on her, she took my breath away. Long dark hair, perfect curves, gorgeous bump where our baby grew. I would kill for her and die for her. As long as I was still breathing, I would do everything I could to protect her.
I stepped over and drew her into my arms. "Yes. Everything is perfect. Just like you." No one was going to touch my family and the woman I loved. Our initial meeting wasn't an accident, but she was my life now and I wasn't letting her go.
Not now, not ever.
THE END
Thank you for reading No Accident. If you want to read more about the Brantley family, then check out PITCH! 
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I saw her twice a year during the holidays and never gave her more than a passing glance until we were forced to live together. 
Now her scent is clinging to every space in my house and her intimates are hanging in my bathroom. 
My resolve and sanity are holding on by a thread and before too long both will snap.
She’s a woman but also my brother’s stepdaughter.
Choosing her may very well ruin the relationship between my brother and I but everything in me is screaming to claim her and make her mine… in every way.






CHAPTER ONE

ZOEY
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Re-Max Advantage. That’s the first thing I see when I pull up in front of my parents’ house. The sign in the front yard has a sold sticker plastered across the front of it, and once that processes, my entire face goes numb. 
I graduated from college two months ago and moved in with my boyfriend, Lucas. We were supposed to go on a vacation together in Mykonos, but that all got shot to shit last night. My bags were packed, we weren’t arguing for once, I was excited to finally have a few days off from the shitty job I’ve been working at for the last four years in a diner near campus.
And then he told me that instead of booking our vacation with the money I saved, he invested it in some bullshit coin pyramid. They promised him he’d make his money back tenfold before it was too late to actually book the vacation, but it turns out that it was all a scam. He lost all of it. And the fucked-up part is that this isn’t the first time he’s done something like this either, just never to this magnitude. I thought he was pushing a little too hard when I said I’d take care of it. He whined, complained, told me that it hurt his feelings that I didn’t think he was capable of handling the money.
And I fucking fell for it, hook, line and sinker.
I packed my shit up, loaded it in my car and took off the next day. He can figure out how to pay the rent by himself. Luckily, when we were moving off campus, his father agreed to put the house in his name and let us pay the rent because I didn’t qualify by myself, and Lucas certainly didn’t. I thought that after dating for so long, trying to make it work over and over with no genuine changes or future in sight that I’d feel bad. I thought I would miss him the moment I drove off campus, but I didn't. I don’t even feel angry either, I feel nothing but relief.
But now I have this to deal with. I lean against the passenger side door of my car and fish my cell phone out of my purse. This is totally something my mom and stepfather would do. Mom has always flown by the seat of her pants, never actually knowing how things are going to work out until they somehow magically do. And Ted, her partner for the last five years or so, doesn’t ground her in any way. He’s just as unpredictable, which I think is good for her, but not for me at this moment.
“Zoey, sweetie! How nice. Ted, come here! Zoey’s calling,” Mom yells into the phone loud enough that I have to pull the phone away from my ear and put her on speaker. There’s so much noise in the background, and I’m not sure if it sounds like she’s under water or being chased by a herd of elephants.
“Mom?” I say with a huff. I should be more patient with her, but I’m frustrated and if there hadn’t still been a sign in the front yard, I could have accidentally walked in on whoever bought the place.
“Yes! I’m here, Zoey. How are you? Guess where Ted and I are!” She sounds so happy, and not at all phased that they’ve apparently sold my childhood home without telling me.
“Mom, I’m at the house. There’s a sign in the front yard and a random truck in the driveway. What’s going on?”
“What house?” I can hear that she’s perplexed by her tone, and I know the exact look that’s gracing her face right now. I’ve had to be the adult for as long as I can remember, and really Ted was a blessing when he came into our lives because I didn’t have to worry about her nearly as much as before.
“Mom. Stop whatever you’re doing and listen to me, okay?” I snap, and then instantly feel guilt when I hear the soft hum leave her mouth, signifying that she doesn’t enjoy being reprimanded. “I’m sorry. I’ve just got a lot going on right now and I was hoping I could come home for a few weeks until I can figure something out.”
“What happened to Lucas? He’s such a nice boy,” my mother practically coos, and my stomach feels sick.
“We broke up because he stole money from me and lost it in a scam,” I say it bluntly because I’m literally loitering in front of someone else’s house and I really need to get to the bottom of things quickly. “Where did you guys move, Mom?” I bite my bottom lip. I feel like I’m going to cry and it’s not over any one thing in particular, it’s just that everything is hitting me at once and I’m tired.
“Honey, we sold the house so we could RV, travel, really enjoy our retirement,” she says sadly, and I realize I burst her bubble of excitement that she had for her new journey. “Is it really over with Lucas? Isn’t everything you’ve been through together enough to try to work it out? It could be a misunderstanding. You were together throughout college,” she reminds me and every point she notes makes me feel sicker because even if he showed up here with a bouquet of roses and all of the money he lost, I just don’t love him anymore. I’m not sure that I ever did. We started out as friends, and I think it just got pushed and molded into something that it never should have been.
“No. It really isn’t. Listen, Mom, I’m not trying to be short with you. I’m really happy that you and Ted are happy, but I need to figure out what I’m going to do, at least for the next couple of nights. He blew all of my savings and I quit my job to come home,” I say with a sardonic chuckle before adding, “At least what I thought was still home.”
“Okay, hold on. Ted! Come here!” she screams again, less bubbly and upbeat than before. Her voice lowers when she’s speaking to me again. “We’ll get this figured out, dear. Don’t you worry. I wish I could be there to give you a big hug.” I can hear the sincerity in her voice and that’s when I finally let a few tears fall, but quickly wipe them off my cheeks and take a deep breath. Whenever something like this happens, there’s always something good that comes of it, so I just need to remember that. I just need to get settled somewhere that I can start applying for jobs. I was supporting Lucas and myself before, so I’ll definitely be able to support myself. I just need to stop feeling sorry for myself.
I hear the phone shuffle and there are definitely buttons being pushed until I realize that they have put me on speakerphone. “Zoeeeeyyyyy.” I can’t help but smile when I hear Ted’s voice. I’ve been away at school for a lot of his relationship with my mom, but from what I can tell he’s always jovial and treats her well. He doesn’t belittle her weird quirks and as far as I know, he hasn’t stolen all of her money and then offered to fuck her to ‘make up’. Lucas is lucky his balls aren’t in a sling, to be honest.
“How are you dear? Guess where we are?” I laugh at the way he mirrored my mom’s exact question from earlier. They really are a good match.
“It sounds like you’re somewhere busy. Is that wind or waves I hear?” I play into it because taking their joy away will not put me in any better of a situation.
He’s halfway through telling me about the really cushy spot they’re camping near the outer banks in North Carolina when my mom interrupts him. “Bunny, we can tell her about that later. Zoey needs a place to stay for awhile. She’s at the house because we forgot to tell her about our plans.” I hold my hand over my mouth because I don’t want her to hear me laughing at the nickname she has for him, but it will never stop being funny to me.
“You and my boy Luke are at the house?” Ted asks, and he’s loud because he’s hard of hearing and refuses to wear hearing aids.
“Shhh. Shhh. Don’t say that. They broke up. I’ll tell you about that later. Give Silas a call and see if she can stay with him for a couple weeks,” Mom says, and I can picture her patting his arm the way she always does when she shushes him, which is often. I process what she’s said and I feel my back straighten when I realize she’s mentioned Ted’s younger brother. I don’t really know him other than the few times I’ve seen him on holidays over the last few years. He’s a bachelor from what Ted and my mom have said. He was always standoffish with me, and I never approached him because his whole vibe is intimidating. He and Ted could not be further from each other in looks and personality. He’s tall with dark hair and looks like suits were made for him. He’s serious, quiet, and always appears to be a little grumpy.
“No, you don’t have to do that.” The words rush out of my mouth because I don’t want to be a burden to anyone. Especially someone like Silas Barlow. He barely speaks to anyone for the few hours he’s around during family get-togethers, so I can’t imagine what it would be like renting a room from him. “I’ll figure it out, guys. Maybe I can find a cheap hotel for a few days until I can get a paycheck or two under my belt.” My voice is shaky and I’m not sure if it's because of everything I’ve been through in the last forty-eight hours, or if it’s because I’m afraid Silas will be my only option.
“No, honey. We could pay for you to stay in a hotel, that’s not a problem. I just don’t feel safe with you living in a hotel by yourself. This is a scary world we’re living in, sweetie,” Mom chimes in.
“It’s not a problem, Zoey. Really. I just sent him a text from my phone to give me a call. He never answers when I call him. Says I ramble too much and to write down everything I need to say and email him,” Ted says. His tone is jovial like he thinks Silas is kidding. I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing because even though I don’t know Silas at all, I know two things. He has a dry sense of humor, and when he tells Ted not to call him, he’s not joking.
I sigh and walk around to the driver’s side of my car and slide back in. Letting my head fall back against the headrest, I listen to my mom and Ted shuffle around, pushing buttons and trying to figure out if they’ve actually sent Silas a text and if it’s gone through.
“So what happened with Lucas? He was such a nice boy,” Ted asks bluntly, but with absolutely no malice in his voice.
And that’s the only reason I don’t lose my last fuck I’ve been hanging onto and scream at him He’s not fucking nice.
“Hunny. Shh. I’ll tell you later, dear,” Mom says and is only drowned out by Ted’s sounds of discontentment that he’s not getting the hot gossip about my failed relationship right now.
A loud ringing noise interrupts the nightmare that I’m currently enmeshed in, and I realize that it’s Ted’s phone.
“Silas?” Ted asks loudly, and then I hear some shuffling around.
“Ted, be careful on those rocks. They’re slippery,” I hear Mom scold him and I guess by the loud intake of breath that follows, he’s ignoring her. I can’t help but smile at the visual it puts in my head.
“It’s okay, Mom. I’m going to drive around and get something to eat and like ten coffees. Just call me back if you think he can help,” I tell her, because I don’t want to be the reason Ted falls into shark infested water, or whatever is happening right now.
“Theodore!” Mom calls, ignoring me for a moment and I can hear her power walking presumably toward Ted. “Okay, dear. I’ll call you back.” I stay on the line for a few seconds longer than necessary to listen to her try to get Ted off the rocks while he’s chattering on to Silas about the weather in North Carolina before I end the call and pull out of my neighborhood for the last time.




CHAPTER TWO

SILAS
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Si, it’s your brother. Ted. Call me, it’s an emergency. 
I stare down at the text and seriously ponder how my brother has gotten this far in life. My only brother, as in we have no other siblings. I don’t know how many times I’ve told him he doesn’t need to announce himself in a text. I love my older brother but I’m almost positive Lana, our mother, dropped him on his head one too many times. The last time Ted told me there was an emergency, our mother was in the hospital and the board was staging a coup right from under our feet at Barlow Corp.
I hear the ring tone trill in my ear repeatedly before finally a voice comes over the line, “Silas?” my brother questions as if my name and number aren’t in his phone. 
“Ted, what is going on? Is it Mom?” I question, trying to get to the root of the issue.
There’s some shuffling around and just barely in earshot, I hear Melinda, my sister-in-law tell him to be careful and get off the rocks. I wince because whatever he’s doing is surely going to end up in disaster.
“Silas, you have got to come out to North Carolina. It’s just beautiful and Melinda and I are having the best time. We pulled the RV into this cute little camp site right off the shore. Can you believe that? You don’t even have to lock your door.” It takes everything in me to not berate this man. It’s like ever since he’s retired, a whimsical spirit has emerged. 
He used to be right beside me, negotiating the strictest deals and being what essentially most in the office referred to as a hardass. We started Barlow Corp. together and have been working side by side until about six months ago when Ted told me he wanted to retire and asked if I wanted to buy him out. Obviously, I wasn’t going to allow anyone else to buy his shares and hold a controlling stake in the company, so I agreed. I currently hold a majority controlling interest but the remaining shares I split and put back on the market. The last thing I needed was another attempted coup on my person.
Everything slowly changed when he met Melinda. She’s good for him in a way I didn’t think was possible. He’s happy with her and of course I want to see my brother happy. I could do without being dragged to mandatory family functions. Sitting through Thanksgiving and other such holidays with my brother’s family has me breaking out in hives.
“Theodore, quite frankly I don’t give a fuck about North Carolina and can’t even begin to get into it with you about your lack of security in locking your door. What. Is. The. Emergency?” I cut him off harshly because he has a tendency to ramble, and this is the exact reason I tell him to write everything down and email me. He will continue on until being firmly put into place.
“Hmm, no need to get snippy Si. I was just trying to share my retirement adventures with you. Now what did you say about Mom? Have you spoken to her?”
I swear if he was in front of me right now, I would smack him across the back of the head regardless of him being the eldest.
“No, I have not. Which is exactly why I asked if something was wrong because of your alleged emergency.” Clearly, nothing is wrong with Mom if he’s asking about her. He’s flighty, but when it comes to our mother, he’s always operating straight and narrow.
“Well, you see brother… you know Mel and I sold the house and we’ve been RVing around, but we may have forgotten to tell Zoey.”
Zoey. Young, pretty, sarcastic Zoey. My brother’s step-daughter. I can’t help but see her flash in my head with her golden-brown hair and green eyes. I had no business noticing her beauty when Ted and Melinda got married her senior year of high school, but over the last five years it gets harder and harder to ignore. Another reason why I try to limit my interactions with the family unit to the bare minimum. The less I see of her, the better. 
“How do you just forget to tell your wife’s daughter that you sold her childhood home and are off traipsing across the East Coast?” I question because while they both fly by the seat of their pants, I find it baffling that the house that Melinda refused to move out of when they got married because of that connection to Zoey, was sold and they uttered not a word to the girl. Woman. Girl. Fuck. I need to get it together.
“It just slipped our minds. It’s fine, but we do have an issue now and we could use your help.”
There’s a pause and my mind is cycling, trying to figure out where he is going with this. What could he possibly need from me? 
“Whoa, these rocks are slippery. I didn’t realize how far out I am. Okay, so Mel and I are enjoying our time together and can’t really have Zoey traveling with us. I haven’t worn clothes in the RV once and I don’t think she’d appreciate that.” He chuckles. Meanwhile, I shudder, thinking of my brother and his bare ass on every surface of the camper.
I’m confused on why Zoey would need to be in the camper or traveling with them. She just graduated a few months ago. I remember it vividly because of the silver leaf party invitations Melinda and my mother sent out. My presence was requested, but I read between the lines of Lana Barlow's personal note and knew that no matter how old I was, if my ass was not at the graduation party for her step granddaughter, she would never let me live it down. My mother’s ability to hold a grudge and wreak havoc on your life for any perceived slight is well known.
“Ted, why would Zoey be traveling with you? Shouldn’t she be working?” 
“Well I don’t know all the details but she showed up at the house and saw the sold sign hanging out front. From what I could pick up listening to Mel talk to her is that she broke up with Lucas and moved out. I’m sure it will all get worked out, my boy Luke wouldn’t be stupid to let Zo get away. She’s a good girl.” I’m stuck between being irritated that I’m dealing with the fact an adult ran home to mommy because her boyfriend left the toilet seat up and slightly disgusted at thinking of Zoey as a good girl… for all the wrong reasons.
“And that has to do with you or hell even me why? Also I distinctly remember her planning some big graduation vacation and Mom had us give money toward that for her gift.” Why isn’t she in Mykonos, sipping a fruity drink with an umbrella? I leave the question unasked because frankly I don’t want to speak out loud the image of Zoey on a beach, undeniably in a swimsuit that is barely decent.
“Honestly Si, I don’t have the whole story but the girl is distraught. Can she please stay with you for a while? Mel and I will figure something else out. She was going to stay in a hotel. What kind of dad would it make me if I let her stay in a hotel? A terrible one. She’s family, Silas.” Oh I see we’ve taken to using familial guilt to get our way.
I don’t see an issue with her staying in a hotel for a few days. What twenty-two-year-old wouldn’t want to spend a few nights on her parent’s dime spending days by the pool and nights on twelve hundred thread Egyptian sheets?
“I mean you’re not really her dad and she’s been out of the house for four years but I’m not going to be a dick about it. Fine, send her over. She can stay for a little while until you guys figure out what she is doing with her life. But she’s an adult and I’m not a babysitter. I’ll barely even be home.” And with those words, I seal my fate.
“I knew you wouldn’t let me down brother. I’ll have Mel tell her the good news and she should be there soon. Family is everything, thank you for helping me look out for mine.” He didn’t need to get all emotional and sappy on me. I’m an asshole, but at the end of the day, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Ted or Mom. Barlow’s always and forever.
“I suppose I should be here when she arrives. Have her show up between two and four this afternoon because I have a call to Tokyo at five.” And without waiting for a response I hang up. 
I’m not worried about him being offended, we’ve long gotten over that issue and I don’t have the time to listen to any more of his rambling currently. I have a houseguest arriving in a few brief hours and no time to call anyone for assistance. I keep my home clean and well-kept, so really, I just need to make sure there are linens in one of the guest rooms. I also need to make sure I keep my eyes and hands to myself.
I don’t know how long Zoey is staying for, but I can only hope it’s a brief intermission in my life. Fighting my attraction to her has gotten harder over the years but it will test my restraint with having her here in my home. In one of my beds, rolling in my sheets. I can picture it and I know her unique apple scent is about to invade these walls and take root in my senses. Fuck, I am going to need to spend as much time outside of the house as possible.




CHAPTER THREE

ZOEY
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If I ever see Lucas again, I’m going to knee him directly in the ball sack. Because of him, I’m on my way to my step-uncle’s house. Ted assured me that Silas is  super excited to have a house guest, and I didn’t bother calling him a liar. He means well, and I feel like in Ted’s brain he probably thinks Silas is happy about this. I shouldn’t entertain it. I should just try to convince Mom and Ted to loan me some money to stay in a hotel until I can get on my feet. If I’m honest, I don’t really want to stay alone in a place I’ve never been before. Lucas might be a sucky boyfriend, but he was always around. I should suck it up and just do it, but after Mom’s tirade about how dangerous it is for a young woman to be living on her own with so many people coming and going, I’m afraid. But I’m not sure that living with Silas is a much better alternative.
He’s never been flat out mean to me, but I get the distinct impression that he thinks I’m a brainless twit. He’s always on his phone, holding his finger up to shush Ted while we’re in the middle of holiday dinners. Mom told me not to worry, that he’ll barely be home for the next couple weeks and that she’ll feel much safer with me staying at his house than anywhere else. It’s not like we have any other family besides each other, so unfortunately, Salty Silas is my only option.
I follow my GPS down the suburban street that leads to the upscale community where Silas lives. I tap my brakes when I see the heavy wrought-iron gate that is meant to keep anyone who doesn’t live in this specific development from entering. A young man with red curly hair steps out of the small box office. He has on a crisp white polo shirt and khaki pants.
“Hi,” I eye his nametag before I continue, “Hi, Vernon. I’m here to visit Silas Barlow.” Ted told me there isn’t a code or anything, just to say his name and they would let me in.
But nothing is ever that easy.
Vernon laughs, a loud cackle that doesn’t match the pristine outfit he’s wearing. “Silas doesn’t allow visitors. What’s his house number?” He’s smiling at me, and I’m not sure he’s serious at first. He leans an elbow on my roof, bowing his tall, lean frame in order to look down into my car. His eyes rake over my thighs that are exposed by my bike shorts, and that’s when I snap.
“My eyes are up here, Vernon.” He playfully grins at me, shrugging his shoulders as he meets my eyes. “I don’t know the address, but he’s expecting me.” I’m trying to sound assertive because everyone treats me like a fucking kid and talks over me all the time.
But it doesn’t come across that way because Vernon grins, his white teeth flashing. “Are you a stripper?”
“What? No! Why would you think that?” I huff, pressing the button to raise my window so it’s only open to a slight crack. “Silas is my uncle.”
Vernon shakes his head, still smiling. “I’m not falling for that. Silas is a bear and I’m not getting reamed out again.”
“Again?” I instantly regret asking when Vernon flails his arms toward the gate.
“I hit the button too early one time and dinged his door and you’d think I punted his first-born child over the gate,” he says animatedly, huffing before resting his hands on his hips.
I grimace for two reasons. Vernon is annoying and I’m going to have to see him at least twice a day on the days he’s manning the gate and the other reason is that I don’t doubt anything he’s saying. I bet Silas is a peach to deal with and is probably going to be a nightmare to live with.
I get butterflies in my stomach at that sentence. Living with. I wouldn’t even say I was living with Lucas in that way. We were roommates, basically. He had his video games and his friends, and his side hustles and I had work and school up until just a little while ago. It wasn’t the same thing as making a house a home together type living situation. I shake off the thought. I shouldn’t be having these unprompted feelings about anyone, especially my step-uncle, who is annoyed that the entire world exists. I bet he bills his mother when she calls him. I smirk at the thought and when I’m finally out of my little daydream about what it would be like to live with Silas, I glance up and realize that Vernon is staring in my window again and his eyes are on my t-shirt.
“Do you mind?” I hiss. “Please just buzz me through. I’ve had a bad couple of days and Silas is literally waiting for me. I was supposed to be on his doorstep fifteen minutes ago.” I wince because the fact that I’m late isn’t entirely Vernon’s fault. I did stop to get another iced coffee on the way in hopes it would help me get through the awkward first meeting with Silas. I wonder if he’ll even speak, or if he’ll just grunt and point to the dungeon he probably has for guests.
“Okay, okay, but put your window down,” he huffs, like he’s finally given in and is going to let me through without any more trouble.
I press the button, letting the window go all the way down. I assume maybe he has to give me a ticket or a pass or something because Ted told me that even though it’s a gated community and there is surveillance at all times, they still have police patrol for cars that don’t belong here. Instead of heading back to the booth to get my stuff, he leans in the car and smirks.
“What will you give me if I let you through? I’d settle for seeing your tits. Are they real?” He blinks several times quickly like he’s trying to be cute. It’s when he slowly reaches out, like he’s going to grab a hand full of my left breast that I snap. I pop him right in the nose with the heel of my hand, causing it to start bleeding immediately.
“Ow. You fucking bitch!” His scream is higher pitched than Ted’s that time Mom convinced him to let her wax his back.
“Open the gate or I call your boss,” I nod my head toward the booth that has the company name painted on it in gold letters.
“Why don’t you just call Silas since he’s your uncle,” Vernon whines and uses two fingers of the hand that isn’t holding his nose to make air quotes.
I roll my eyes and hold up my phone, tapping the screen like I’m googling the security company Vernon has spent the past twenty minutes not actually working for. I’m absolutely not about to tell him I don’t have Silas’s number.
“What the fuck is going on here?” My eyes snap up to see an angry Silas half out of his car on the opposite side of the gate. “I specifically told Ted to make sure you were punctual. Some of us have businesses to run, Zoey.” Unbelievable. I’m propositioned, ogled, called a stripper by this smarmy little asshole and now I get to deal with Silas.
I unbuckle my seatbelt and step out of the car, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’ve been trying to get past the wackadoodle here for the last twenty minutes, but he insisted on trying to grope me.”
Silas’s eyes narrow on Vernon through the gate, and I’ve never seen anything more chilling. I took him for a cutthroat in the boardroom, but at this moment he looks like he wouldn’t mind cutting some actual throats. He’s really serious about being punctual, I guess.
“Did you touch her?” Silas’s voice is calm, so cool my stomach twists like I might be in trouble for something. Like an idiot, Vernon turns away from me and shows Silas his bloody face and hands. “What the fuck happened to you?”
“I punched him,” I say, jutting my chin out in defiance, because judging how this day has been going, I’m about to get a lecture on using my words instead of my fists.
“For?” Silas says slowly and his eyes appraise me from feet to head so quickly that I almost missed it.
“For telling me to flash him or he wouldn’t let me through the gate and for trying to grab my boob. Self-defense,” I say, raising an eyebrow at my step-uncle, challenging him to reprimand me. The thought stirs something inside me. He’s so tall, and the way he’s barely containing his anger right now has my skin prickling with goosebumps. I take a deep breath because I should not be looking at him in this way. My sex life with Lucas was pretty mundane and never lasted more than a few minutes each time. I bet someone like Silas Barlow has never had a boring time in the bedroom.
“That wasn’t exactly what happened. She’s been flirting with me and I jumped the gun,” Vernon flat out lies.
“Liar,” I snap, and he flinches away from me. That right there gives me more satisfaction than anything.
I hear Silas let out a low “hmmm” like he’s dissatisfied. I wasn’t expecting him to go to bat for me, or protect me, but I thought maybe he’d be able to see through Vernon’s bullshit long enough to overlook the fact that he thinks I’m a screw up. I thought maybe he’d reprimand him, threaten to have him fired if he didn’t stay away from me, but nope, not a word.
“Open the gate and let her through,” Silas barks at Vernon and then levels me with a smoldering stare. “Follow my car, if you think you can handle it.” His tone is dry and demeaning and I’m just about to tell him where he can shove his car, but Vernon is leering at me again. If I leave now, my only option is a hotel room, with plenty of gremlins like Vernon lurking around.
I bite my tongue, get in my car, and do as Silas said. I follow him through the community, winding all the way back to the first lot. I know he’s wealthy, but it makes me wonder if he developed this community or at least knows someone who did.
Silas pulls into his garage and I wait for him to get out of his vehicle and guide me into the spot next to his. I don’t want to rock the boat anymore than I already have, so I’m letting him take the reins. He doesn’t say a word to me when I get out of the car, but instead walks toward the door that I assume leads into his house.
“Um. Should I get my stuff now or… ?” I don’t know if he’s going to give me a tour or if I’m on my own to figure things out.
Silas turns to look at me over his shoulder and this time his eyes rake over my body more slowly. I feel way more exposed than when that fuckhead at the gate was trying to cop a feel. This was all a bad idea. I shouldn’t have come. He clearly doesn’t want me here, and my body should not be responding to a simple look the way it is. I’ve never been this turned on, especially without being touched.
“I’m not a fucking babysitter, Zoey. Do what you need to do. I have a call that I’m late for because you were playing footsie with the first guy that gave you attention since you ran away from your problems. What happened? Did your boyfriend forget to plan some elaborate celebration for your birthday? So you threw a fit and came running home to your mother and Ted?” His tone is so harsh, I’m taken aback. I get the whole grumpy persona, but this is personal. He really doesn’t like me. I’m not sure how he knew my birthday just passed because birthdays have never been a big thing for me. Mom wasn’t big on celebrating them, and Lucas wouldn’t have remembered if I had gone to the store with him and helped him pick out flowers and a card. But that’s none of Silas’s business.
“It’s not what you think,” I start to say, but he waves me off before rubbing his hand through his thick, dark hair.
“It’s not my business to be thinking about your personal life. You had a four-year vacation at that fancy school and now you’re struggling to figure out what to do. Your mother and Ted should have taught you to put money away, so you don’t end up in situations like this,” he says coolly, but the anger in him seems to have dissipated.
I feel it on the tip of my tongue. I’m about to cut my nose off to spite myself and tell him that he’s wrong about everything. I stop myself because I realize how sad it is that my own boyfriend took all the money I had saved up and blew it behind my back. I don’t want Silas to have that information. He’ll just use it against me.
“Come on. I don’t have all day. I’ll show you your room,” he says as I follow him through the expansive kitchen and into the living room. “You can wander around and find what you need in the rest of the house,” he says as we make our way to the stairs. I notice that while everything in the house looks expensive, there's barely anything in it. All white walls and bare surfaces. It looks like it was staged to show to potential buyers. It’s not homey at all. I don’t see one photo in any of the rooms that we pass by.
He stops in front of a large bedroom with a bed, dresser and double closet. It has a nice window covered only by sheer white curtains.
I look up at Silas as I enter the room and his eyes are on the bed for a brief moment before he shakes his head and narrows his eyes on me. “I’ll be in my study,” is all he says before he turns and walks out. I bite my lip nervously and flop back on the bed, making sure to keep my shoes off of the bright white comforter. I need to just shake everything off and get my head together. While I was waiting for the call from Mom, I applied for a job at a restaurant not far from here. It’s not what I want to be doing, but at least I know the job and it’ll be easy since everything else in my life isn’t. I close my eyes for a second, trying to prepare myself to get up and go haul my stuff up here. My phone buzzes over and over, and I don’t have to even look at it to know that Lucas must have realized that I wasn’t fucking around, that I was really leaving.
I push off of the bed, pull my hair up into a ponytail and wrap the elastic band I had on my wrist around it. I’m in for a long couple of weeks, so I better make the best of it. 




CHAPTER FOUR

SILAS
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Zoey Harris is driving me insane. Her presence, her voice, her scent have invaded my home and my life. I found a strand of her hair on my suit three days ago and I felt the urge to burn the entire thing. 
For the two weeks she's been living with me, I've tried to spend the majority of my time working in my onsite office instead of from home. The evenings are quiet at home while she's at work, Ted mentioned that she got a 'nice job' at a cafe while she apartment hunts. I barely skimmed his email because the less I know about her, the less I think about her, and I need all the help I can get in curbing that.
The nights are when it's the hardest to keep her out of my head and my dreams. I'll be in the den watching the latest true crime documentary when I hear her come in. Every night she tries to be quiet, but the mouth on that girl is loud and silent is not a mode she can activate.
I shake my head, trying to clear my thoughts from the vixen that is my step-niece when I notice the time. It's already ten-fifteen and the latest she's come in is nine-thirty. What fucking cafe is open past eight pm?
Scenarios fly in and out of my head on what she could be doing or what may be happening to her. I swear if she comes in smelling like sex and cheap body spray and infects my home with that disgusting mixture, I’m taking her over my knee and spanking some sense into her.
I stew for another five minutes before my thoughts consume me and I know I shouldn’t be so worried about Zoey and what she does but it’s like that rational part of my brain has gone on hiatus and the devil whispering in my ear is telling me that Zoey Harris is my business. Fuck it, this is my house and everything in it belongs to me. That’s the rationale I use for entering Zoey's room. I remind myself that this is the guest room and Zoey is a guest, so it’s perfectly acceptable for me to enter as I glance around the space she’s been occupying.
I take a deep breath as my eyes sweep from left to right, noticing all the little things that make up Zoey. It’s not a pigsty but looking around, you can tell this room is lived in. She has little bottles of presumably perfume and lotion placed on the end table and there are a few articles of clothes on the end of her bed. At least the bed is made, granted it does not look crisp, but I know I can be particular in how things are done in my own regards. The blame lies with Lana on that one and it’s never been a habit I’ve been able to break.
I grab one of the shirts and before I can help myself, I bring it up to my nose and inhale deeply. Zoey’s warm apple scent rushes through me and I realize what a mistake this was, but I can’t help but let the cotton linger close to my face. I’ve always loved the smell of apples and now I feel stuck between obsession and annoyance with the scent. 
Slowly I bring the shirt down and when I do, I see a logo with the words Flesh & Fiddle across the left breast. What the hell is Flesh & Fiddle? I pull my phone out of my pocket and do a quick search, and what I find has me seething. An upscale burlesque inspired bar. What the hell is she thinking? A cute little cafe this is not. She’s out of her fucking mind if she thinks she can work here while living with me. What would her mother and Ted say if they found out? I won’t stand for it.
With that thought in mind, I leave her room and immediately head down the stairs to the garage. If I have to drag her out of there kicking and screaming, I will. I waste no time jumping into my black Audi R8, the first car I bought as a splurge purchase. 
Approaching the gate for Hillcrest Hills, I see the red hair of Vernon and immediately my annoyance starts battling with my anger. Dealing with Vernon is like dealing with fruit flies. Persistent and annoying and just when you think you’ve managed to pull ahead, they pop up out of nowhere… again. I slowly pull up to the booth and the attendant should just open the gate and let me out, but considering who it is, I know it will not be that easy.
I’m proven right when he walks up to my car, and I take a deep breath before rolling down my window so I can calmly let Vernon know I’m in a hurry.
“Hey there Silas, how ya doing? Where’s that pretty young thing of yours at?” He asks me with a smirk on his face while exaggeratingly looking in my backseat to my front.
“Vernon, quit the bullshit. You know that Zoey is my brother's step-daughter and if you don’t quit eye-fucking her every time you see her, I’m going to pluck your eyes out with my cufflinks and hang them from your balls. Understood?” I forcefully cut my eyes to his face and watch as drops of sweat start beading on his temples. He’s trying hard to not show how my words have affected him, but his tells are all there. And he knows I mean every word I’ve just said.
I don’t even let him say anything in response before I bark out, “I don’t have time for your ‘never matured past high school and I’m stuck working the security booth bullshit’. Open the fucking gate and do your fucking job.” 
For once, Vernon uses some common sense and decides to not reply or cause me any more grief and walks back to his little white and gray booth to activate the gate and when I drive past, I turn and eye him with a scowl and watch as his eyes drop in deference. 
Entering the address for Flesh & Fiddle into my GPS shows it’ll be a twenty-minute drive, and that gives me too much time to think of all the things that can happen once I walk into the building. One side of me is intent on remaining calm and letting Zoey know she needs to come home and the other side… well the beast is beating against his cage ready to be let out. I feel the urge to cause chaos and destruction just brimming at the surface, ready to spill over the edge.
The warring feelings battle back and forth the entire ride until I am pulling into the packed parking lot. The thought of men and women ogling Zoey has my jaw tightening until there’s a bite of pain traveling through me. That is until I think about them touching her and I see red, and I get out of my car and storm inside the building without paying an ounce of attention to my surroundings.
As soon as I walk in and see the interior is a lavish black with gold accents everywhere, I stop to appreciate the architecture and design but my mouth opens on its own accord, “What idiot spent money and designed this place?”
“That would be me. The idiot, as you so eloquently said. I spent the money and designed this place. Miss Monica Sinclair, and you are?” An older redhead is staring at me with one eyebrow raised and proper decorum has me feeling chastised because I know I’ve offended this woman. My tone and verbiage indicated this place as garish when truly it is not. All the crisp lines and expensive decor alone can attest to that, but I’m so blinded about my niece, I mean step-niece working here that the usual filter I have is misfiring.
“You’ll have to excuse my poor form, Miss Sinclair. I’m Silas Barlow. I’ve been a bit under the weather lately and I’ve just found out that my brother’s step-daughter works here. Zoey Harris. If you are so inclined, would you be able to tell me where I could find her within your establishment?” I use my boardroom voice infusing all the professionalism I can into my tone to counteract the fact I called this woman an idiot just a few moments ago. It’s as if the last fifteen years in corporate America have disappeared and I’m behaving no better than Vernon.
“Hmm, Mr. Barlow, I do employ your Zoey. But how do I know you come here with good intentions? What makes you different from any other man that acts in such a manner when it comes to a young woman? In good conscience, I’m afraid I will not be letting you in to see Miss Harris. You can call her and she can respond to her dear uncle as she sees fit.” And with that statement, Miss Monica Sinclair turns away from me and heads away from the front desk, and I am left speechless at the reprimand I’ve just been given.
I linger for a few minutes, debating on how to approach getting behind the rope when an opportunity presents itself when the hostess is helping a couple and the security guard at the rope abruptly leaves with the sounds of a scuffle occurring in the interior room. I stride with purpose past the rope and enter into the bar. They scattered intimate tables throughout the floor with small booths lining the outside. A long bar is to my right and all the lights are dimmed and there is a scent in the air I can’t quite place. To the left is a stage… where I assume both the flesh and the fiddle occur. I hate to admit it, but this place is somewhere I could see myself at, in any other circumstance.
I survey the room looking for Zoey and take two steps toward the scuffle that I see between a man and the bouncer and there are two women looking on. Neither of them are Zoey and one clearly works here because she’s wearing the same shirt that I found on the bed. I move toward the stage and I swear if she’s one of the girls on stage, I’m calling Mel and telling her just what her daughter got up to while she rides both my brother and the RV.
“Shit!” I hear behind me and whip around and there’s my girl. Fuck, I mean Zoey. Her hair is down in loose waves, and she’s got on one of those damn shirts with high-waisted shorts and suspenders. All black shoes on her feet and bright red lips complete the look. She looks like a knockout, and that only causes my blood to boil even further.
“Where have you been? It’s over an hour from when you usually get home and do you know the scenarios that played out in my head that I would then have to tell Mel and Ted about? Do you understand what kind of position you’ve put me in?” 
She scoffs, but the widening of her eyes gives it away that no, she hadn’t considered what I just said.
“Look, I’m still a waitress. I just may have omitted a little bit about where, but I didn’t want them to worry. I typically only work during the day but three of the evening shift girls called out sick, so they offered me an evening spot. I could use the money.”
“Money. Money. Money. Again this wouldn’t even be an issue if you had properly handled your finances while in school. We’re leaving right now and you will not be back. You are no longer employed here.” I firmly let her know before noticing the eyes of at least two men trailing up and down her backside, and I lose it. I don’t even give her time to respond before I grab her left wrist and pull her toward me, and she drops the empty tray she held in her right hand. I waste no time bending down slightly and throwing her over my shoulder and storming back toward the rope and archway leading back out to the waiting area. 
She’s kicking and pounding on my back, and I see security approaching, rightfully so before she waves them off, “He’s family. It’s fine, he just has anger issues because his dick hasn’t worked since he started using steroids in ‘82.”
This lying little brat! I wasn’t even born in fucking 1982, let alone have I ever used steroids, and my fucking cock works just fine. I slam my hand against her ass hard enough to have her squeal in surprise before shutting the fuck up and I finish striding past everyone, looking at the spectacle that she’s caused.
“You’re lucky I hauled you over my shoulder and out of there because if I had stayed for one more moment and had to be witness to the prepubescent looking ‘bros’ staring at your ass, I would have ended up being dragged out in a set of cuffs,” and with those words I throw her into the passenger seat of the Audi and slam the door before walking around and entering the car. It’s going to be a long drive home.




CHAPTER FIVE

ZOEY
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“Steroids?” Silas finally says, but his eyes don’t deviate from the road. We’ve been driving in silence so tense that I feel like the car might combust. I’m spitting mad and if the way he’s white knuckling the steering wheel is any indication, he is too. “That’s the best you could come up with to embarrass me?” 
“I wasn’t trying to embarrass you,” I lie, and I cross my arms over my chest and glare at his profile. I don’t care if he wants to call Mom and Ted to tattle on me. He’s been in a foul mood since he agreed to let me stay with him. Getting his little digs in about how unprepared I was after college. I was an idiot for trusting Lucas with more than fifty cents, and I think that’s why Silas’s accusations cut so deep. I shouldn’t have let it happen. No excuses and I have no one to blame except myself. I decide that throwing a fit like a toddler is exactly what he expects from me, so I do what needs to be done. “How else would you explain the small penis and mood swings?”
I expect Silas to lash out, snap at me. I don’t expect him to level me with a heated stare. Mister calm, cool and collected doesn’t seem in character tonight. He looks like a man on the edge, ready to risk it all. I’m just not sure what he’s putting it on the line for, it’s unclear if he wants to take me out in the woods and bury me or if he wants to bend me over the hood of this Audi and bury himself inside me. My pussy clenches at the thought. I’ve had boyfriends before, but I’ve never met anyone like Silas. He’s so confident and sure of himself. The way he stormed into my workplace and hauled me out of there should have only made me feel anger, maybe some embarrassment. And it did until he slapped me on the ass. Something switched inside me at that exact moment, and a jolt of pleasure shot right to my clit, causing my pussy to convulse in need.
“My dick isn’t small, but if it makes you feel better to say that, go right ahead,” he says in a forced tone that makes me realize  I did get under his skin a little more than he wants to let on.
“Oh, I will,” I say in a sing-song tone, and it has the desired effect. Silas’s handsome face is staring straight into mine, his eyes appraising me. I’ve seen him in those tight gray sweatpants he likes to wear inside the house while he paces around reading his newspaper. They’re fitted in all the right places, and I wouldn’t mind if he wore them every day. I bite my tongue and look away from him and out the window because my mind is going to crazy places right now. I was so close to getting back on my feet too. I almost had enough saved up between my regular pay, tips, and picking up extra shifts to pay first and last month's rent on a little place I found. I’ve been applying for better paying jobs, but it's been hard to schedule them without missing any shifts. I sigh because I’m frustrated. I’m going to have to go down to Flesh and Fiddle tomorrow and beg Miss Sinclair for my job back, and I doubt that’s going to go in my favor.
Silas is back to giving me the silent treatment, and that’s making my mood even worse. “Why the hell did you storm in there and act like a fucking caveman? Since when do you care about what I’m doing as long as I’m not in your precious way?” He side-eyes me, but otherwise makes no sign that he’s going to acknowledge what went down tonight, so I keep going. “How did you even notice I wasn’t home? You haven’t paid me two minutes of attention since you showed me my room.”
“I see everything, Zoey. And I don’t like lying. That establishment is closer to a strip club than a café. Hell, the only coffee they serve there is alcohol based.” He shifts his eyes away from the road long enough to purse his lips at me in a condescending way. This motherfucker really thinks he did something tonight.
Oh, hell no.
“So? There’s nothing wrong with strip clubs. I bet you’ve even been to a few back in your day,” I smile at him as prettily as I possibly can because this beast of a man in front of me is not like the boys at my college. If I’m going to win this… whatever the fuck this is we’re doing, I’m going to need to be strategic and press the one button I know he has. “You’ve made your point several times, Silas. I’m an adult, twenty-two, as you like to reiterate. I’m doing whatever I have to do to get out of your house as fast as I can so I can be responsible for myself. If I have to let some men ogle me, what’s the big deal? The tips are amazing.” I add the last part with a wiggle of my eyebrows just to see his reaction. I thought maybe he’d tell me to be quiet or just continue acting like he’s not at fault for anything that happened tonight.
I don’t expect him to take a quick, hard right down a dark road that I’ve never been down before.
“Where are we going?” I snap.
“You think you’re so smart and worldly don’t you, Zoey?” His anger is hardly restrained as he pulls the car over and shifts into park. “What do you do if one of those assholes in there leering at you follows you out to your car? What then?”
“Why do you care? You’re not a babysitter, remember?” I snap back at him, but it doesn’t come out nearly as harsh as I want it to. I’ve never had anyone look after me before. Especially not a man. I had to do everything in my relationship with Lucas. I was the one with the plans, the ideas, and he just tagged along. He would have never thought to worry about my safety, and he certainly never would have had enough balls to insist I leave with him. He was agreeable to a fault, and instead of arguing or talking about uncomfortable things, he would hide things from me instead. Silas Barlow doesn’t seem like the type of man who would know how to hide something if his life depended on it. It’s his way or no way and he has no problem saying so.
“You’re my brother’s daughter, I…” he starts, and his tone has lost the anger as well because he’s smart enough to realize that the excuse he’s about to spew in my direction makes no fucking sense.
“Step-daughter, and you barely know me. You think Ted is a moron and take every opportunity to let him and everyone who's around know it. Why would you care if I was laying on the sidewalk and letting every man in this town take a turn?” I say the last part because I’m testing a theory about Silas. There’s only two reasons I can think of that he would be concerned for me. One is that he doesn’t want to be held responsible if something bad does happen to me. But that falls flat. I’m an adult and he’s right, he’s not a babysitter. No one would hold him responsible and even if Mom and Ted tried to lay guilt on him, he doesn’t seem like the type to care.
That’s it. All it takes is for me to see the look of absolute fury in Silas’s eyes to know why he’s so concerned. He’s attracted to me and territorial. He didn’t come here tonight because he was worried about me. He came here tonight because the thought of other men looking at me, touching me, set him off.
“I don’t think Ted is a moron. He is a moron and you have no idea what I care about, Zoey,” Silas barks at me and I see his hand move, hovering like his instinct is to reach over and place it on my thigh. He pulls his hand back before he can act on it and I’m surprised, but also annoyed, at the amount of restraint this man has. I realize then that I want to feel his large, rough hands on me. I wouldn’t mind being bossed around by him if we were both naked. A million images run through my mind. What does he like? Is he vocal? Would he take control?
Before I can talk myself out of it, I decide that I’m going to find out one way or another. Things are already awkward. He yelled at me, probably got me fired, and I’m assuming he’s going to want me out of his house as soon as possible.
“Whatever you say, Uncle Silas,” I say, sweetening my tone and trying to keep my usual sarcastic wit at bay. I thought maybe he would chastise me for calling him that, but at least I would be able to gauge if his attraction to me is on the same level as mine to him. He surprises me though because he doesn’t say anything. He grabs my jaw so gently that I’m not even sure what his intention is until his mouth is on mine.
I’ve never been kissed this way before. His mouth devours mine in a way that makes me think he’s trying to coax the very soul from my body. His hands are everywhere all at once it seems. His tongue snakes alongside my mouth and I sigh, leaning into him as his hands move from my hair down to my shoulders, pushing the suspenders off. I wrap my arms around his neck, drawing him closer. In this moment, he feels so much bigger than he even looks. His broad chest presses against mine and his hands feel massive as they explore the contour of my hips and outer thighs. He groans into my mouth when he has to pull back for air. My stomach seems to flip because I’m not sure if this is it, if he’ll come to his senses now that our mouths are parted. I open my mouth to say something, anything really, but he’s looking at me wild-eyed and he’s pulling my shirt up. His eyes only leave mine to bury his face in my cleavage.
“Fuck,” he murmurs against my skin, and I tunnel my fingers through his dark locks when I feel his lips latch onto one of my hard nipples. He sucks hard and he tries to pull me closer, even though there’s a barrier between us. I rock against him, pressing my thighs together, trying to get some friction where I need it most.
Despite it all, I want him inside me. I want to climb on his lap and ride his cock until he grabs my hips and holds himself deep inside of me when he comes.
When he switches to the other nipple, I lose any composure I had when this started. “Oh my God, Silas…” I moan, trailing off and pressing my chest closer to his mouth and that expert tongue of his.
And then… there’s nothing.
A chill passes over my wet nipples as he pulls away, trying to cram himself on the other side of the car and as far away from me as possible. I’m left sitting there, practically panting for him with my tits exposed and my clothes all rumpled from the way he manhandled me.
“What the fuck, Silas?” I pull my top down to cover myself and without a word, he shifts into drive but doesn’t pull off right away. He refuses to look at me or make eye contact, so I ask, “What are you waiting for?”
“Seatbelt,” he says gruffly, and rage zips through my entire body at the audacity of this man. I angrily buckle it and turn to look out my window before I let myself slip and wrap it around his neck and choke him out for being such an inconsiderate asshole.
“Drop me at a hotel. I’ll come by tomorrow to get my things,” I finally say after he makes it clear that we’re going to drive all the way home in utter silence. He doesn’t respond, because of course he doesn’t. I look up and realize that because he turned down that side road, he must have taken a back way and we’re already at the gate to his community.
Fucking great. Vernon is just what I need tonight.
“Why doesn’t he just open the gate, he knows your car,” I say mostly to myself, but Silas growls his agreement and presses the button to lower the window for Vernon.
“Woah, you two look like you got caught in the middle of a hurricane,” he says grinning widely, but must read the room because his smile falls when Silas leans an arm out the window. As mad as I am at Silas right now, I’d cheer him on if he snapped Vernon in half. “Lover’s quarrel, I get it. We’ve all been there.”
“Have you, though?” I snip, but quickly shut up when Silas’s hand reaches over to squeeze my thigh.
“Open the gate or get your head stuck through it. Those are your choices, Vernon,” Silas snaps.
“Alright, alright. Geez. The two of you are a match made in hell.” I watch as Vernon walks toward his little box and the gates open. Silas removes his hand from my leg and acts like it wasn’t there at all.
“You’re not going to a hotel,” Silas finally speaks to me when we pull into his garage.
“You’re not going to tell me what I can or can’t do,” I assure him.
“It’s late. Go to bed. We’ll talk about it in the morning,” Silas remarks, his jaw tight with tension. Before I can respond, he’s out of the car and making his way inside the house.




CHAPTER SIX

SILAS
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My jaw is so tense I can feel my molars grinding and I have to get myself under control before I do something truly damaging. I walk into the house and leave Zoey behind in the garage because I cannot be in any sort of proximity to her right now. Not after what just happened in the car after I had to fucking carry her out of that damn bar. Wonderful, there goes my blood pressure rising again and I can feel a twitch in my left eye. I have to shake the hold that Zoey Harris has on me. I’m afraid if I don’t, nothing good will come of it.  
I don’t pause in the entryway to deposit my shoes or coat as I normally would and continue striding to the staircase. My bedroom is the only safe space in this house from the scents and sounds of her, and I need to be able to block her. I am just reaching my bedroom door and have my hand on the doorknob when I hear her footsteps finally in the garage, and I’m thankful that she understood my need to get some space between the two of us. I can hear the fridge open, good I hope she’s fucking eating something. She’s lost some weight since she first got here and that makes me want to throttle her because while I’ve been essentially ignoring her, I have always made sure that Jude, the chef I have who drops off weekly meals and groceries, has left her notes. 
Entering my bedroom, I shake my head and start walking to my bathroom because I need to wash the filthy thoughts I’m having away and to melt the stress of my night away. I cross the expansive room, bypassing my king-sized bed and a quick flash passes my eyes of seeing Zoey laying in the rumpled black sheets. Wonderful, exactly what I need to be thinking about while I’m trying to will my dick to go down after that little stunt in the car.
Walking into the bathroom, I stop and look at myself in the mirror while bracing my arms on the counter. I should feel disgust with myself, she’s fucking twenty-two and family and I have no business having these thoughts about Zoey. The disgust is there but faint and the need coursing through my veins is almost visible as I watch my arms strain with my restraint to not go grab the girl and devour her. And make no mistake, that’s exactly what would happen, I would devour her body and own her soul and there would be no her without me. I would consume her.
Get your shit together, Silas. I tell mirror me before grimacing and turning around to rest against the counter. “Alex, turn on the shower. Temp 4. Setting Long Day.” I don’t spend money frivolously, but I have never been more grateful for a smart shower set up than I am now. My preset Long Day will give me dual shower streams and the stones lining my shower floor will be heated and I’m hoping the tension will bleed out of me and wash down the drain.
The shower starts and I have a few minutes to wait until stepping in, so I take a few deep breaths, trying to find my zen. The steam filling the bathroom provides a comfort to me and I start undressing, leaving my clothes in a pile on the floor, knowing that when I get out this very act will annoy me, but I can’t be bothered to pick them up at the moment. 
I walk into the infinity shower and immediately feel the heat pounding against my skin, slicing through the stress and self-loathing gathered in my shoulders and neck. This is exactly what I needed after the shit show of not only tonight but the last two weeks since she showed up on my doorstep. I could kill fucking Ted for pulling the family card right now. She has turned my routine upside down and the years I spent perfecting my cool, calm, and collected image are heading down the drain along with the water I am currently in.
I hang my head under the stream of one shower head while the other beats against my back and this is as close to heaven as I can get these days. The water slices through my hair and down my face and I lean slightly forward, catching myself on the wall with my hands. I start thinking of my upcoming week, hoping that the pressure of business will distract me and cause my erection to subside on its own. Halfway through Tuesday’s agenda, I give up and I know I’m going to have to take care of this and release myself.
I take my right hand off the wall and grip my aching cock with a punishing squeeze and tell myself to think about anything but Zoey. I try to picture models and actresses, different women I’ve dated in the past and have intimate knowledge of and nothing is sparking… until an image of Zoey in a tank top and jean shorts coming out of her room filters through my head. I remember it so vividly. It was about five days after she started staying here and I saw her dressed for comfort in my home and I remember thinking to myself how much vibrancy she gave to all the monochrome of my surroundings. I chastised myself, but here and now I let the image run wild.
I’m stroking myself roughly from root to tip and allowing the heavy weight of my balls to beat against my thighs as I spread my feet further apart to give myself more balance. The images flip back and forth between her in that outfit and the scene from the car, causing all of my senses to be encapsulated. Everything is her, in her vivid reds and bright blues, smelling of apples and tasting like decadent sin on my tongue. 
I could have her against this very shower, pushed up against the wall with her legs wrapped around my waist or bent over, holding onto the bench seat as I piston in and out of her. Watching as her lower belly swells with me, my cock or my seed. Preferably both. Fuck, picturing the bulge poking out above her mound has my dick swelling even more and I can’t help but to grip tighter and stroke faster. She’d look so fucking beautiful dripping with my come out of all of her holes and I wouldn’t stop until root took hold in her womb, tying us together for the rest of our lives.
See, this is exactly why the hell I need to get Zoey out of my head. A twenty-two-year-old has no business being knocked up and tied to a lecherous man like me.
I let myself have this one fantasy before storing Zoey in a locked box within myself. I feel the need to come bubbling up from my sack and I take my left hand and push myself so I am no longer leaning and can tug on the heavy weight and roll both sides in my palm. Seeing her tits bounce and knowing exactly what her sweet little nipples look like before I put a baby in her has me groaning harshly and “Fucccccck.” I feel my come rushing out and painting the side of the shower and dropping onto the hot stones below. The water starts to cut through my release as I slow down on my stroking until my balls are empty and my cock is finally laying against my thigh.
I take one deep breath and then lock up every illicit desire I have of Zoey Harris and finish my shower methodically. Tomorrow we will talk and by talk I’ll tell her little smart ass she’s not going to a fucking hotel where I can’t keep an eye on her and whatever caused the momentary lapse in judgement on both our parts can never be repeated. We need to act like it never happened and carry on with this living arrangement until she can get a proper place of her own.
[image: image-placeholder]I’ve been avoiding any of the common areas in my home this morning because I’m not quite ready to see her and deal with the attitude Zoey is going to undoubtedly bestow on me. Her mouth is going to get her in trouble one day… possibly sooner rather than later. My stomach is reminding me I haven’t eaten yet today, and I head to the kitchen to see what Jude has stocked.
I’ve just finished eating when the walking, talking proverbial pain in my ass strolls into the kitchen with a smirk on her face. 
“Oh whatever that is, it smells good. Did you cook for me?” She asks seemingly innocently, but it’s anything but.
“No. There’s plenty of food in the fridge and I know you’ve spoken to Jude, so please help yourself to anything he stocks in here. I won’t have you starving yourself while under my roof.” My voice is sterner than I planned, but nonetheless I needed to make sure my point came across and set a firm boundary.
“Aww Silas, you do care. Also how do you know I don’t eat hmm? Paying just a little too much attention to what I do. While we’re on this topic, I’ve called and booked myself a room at the Hillcrest Inn for a week, so I’ll be out of your hair and this house in just a few hours.” The ease at which she flirts and teases me has my blood boiling and the box I have locked up inside threatening to burst. She’s fucking asking to be taken over my knee and her ass turned red until she’s a blubbering mess.
I visibly exhale and watch as her eyes track each movement of my jawline before I inform her sharply, “I distinctly remember telling you that you will not be staying at a hotel. You will remain here and unless you want me to call your mother and pull her back to town from vacation, you will obey. While on this subject of things you will do, last night should never have happened. I apologize for the part I played in it, but you and I, we cannot do this. You are my niece, and I took advantage of you.”
“We aren’t blood related Uncle Silas, so don’t get your panties in a twist. Didn’t it make you all hot knowing we were secretly doing something frowned upon? I know it did for me.” Her words have me seeing red and cause me to speak before thinking.
“You’re so fucking young, Zoey. You have no idea what kind of things I’m into and I don’t expect you to have any understanding of how the real world or real relationships work. Quit baiting me. I know exactly what game you are trying to play, and I’ll have no part in it.” I leave the finality of my statement in the air before I purposely skirt around her to avoid contact as I storm out of the kitchen.




CHAPTER SEVEN

ZOEY
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I just need to go back down to Flesh & Fiddle and explain what happened. It wasn’t my fault that Silas barged into my place of employment, dragging his knuckles like a fucking Neanderthal before he  kidnapped me. I was kidnapped! Surely she’ll understand and offer me my job back.
Ugh. I’m so fucking screwed. She’s not the type that would understand that. She would have stabbed him with a dinner fork, smoothed out her blazer and continued about her business while someone else mopped up his body.
I practically rip my night shirt up and over my head in frustration as I stare down at my work shirt lying on my bed. I get my arms through and lift to put my head through the larger opening when my phone rings. I yank the tight fabric down over my bare breasts and fumble around on my unmade bed for my phone. I can only imagine who is calling this early in the morning. It’s a toss-up between Miss Sinclair’s dopey assistant calling to officially fire me and Mom letting me know that Silas tattled about my job and baiting him in the car last night. I’m leaning toward it being Flesh and Fiddle related because I’ve never given Mom and Ted any reason to think I’m a liar, and Silas knows I could tell them he initiated the kiss.
I grumble as my hand finally connects with the hard plastic of my phone case under the pillow that somehow ended up in the middle of the bed. When I see the number, I immediately think it must be work related, because I don’t recognize it. I suppose they wouldn’t call from the main line to tell me to come pick up my final check.
“H-hi,” I manage to get out. When I start to speak my voice cracks.
I expect to hear the nasally voice of Miss Sinclair’s assistant, but instead it’s my ex-boyfriend Lucas, and he sounds like he’s crying.
“Please don’t hang up! Zoey, please just listen to me. I know you’ve been avoiding my calls and—”
And that’s exactly what I do. I avoid speaking to him and hang up the phone. I’m so flustered already, I don’t need him calling to ask me something asinine. He called me while I was at work back when we were together to ask me if I’d washed his favorite socks. The ones he likes to wear to play basketball with his friends. I should have known then that he needed to mature. My phone rings again, but I don’t pick up this time.
I shove my pajama pants down my legs and kick them off just as the phone starts ringing again. I breathe in, trying to ignore it because I know if I let myself pick it up to silence it, I’m going to lose my temper and answer it. Lucas isn’t sturdy enough to handle what I’ll say if I answer right now. I grab my work shorts off the end of the bed and start to put them on. I’ve got one leg in and that damn phone rings again. Before I can stop myself, I lunge across my bed, leaving my shorts to dangle off of one of my ankles and press the green answer icon.
“What, Lucas? What else could you possibly want from me?” I yell into the phone and there’s dead silence. “What? You HAVE my attention now. What is it that you want to say to me? Do you want to steal more of my hard-earned money? Do you want to lie to me some more?” All the stress and rage I’ve felt over the last couple of weeks with Silas is pouring out of me. Lucas is a fuckup, but this really isn’t about him. I’m attracted to my step-uncle who wants to play caveman one minute and then act like I don’t exist the next, and it’s really messing with my emotions.
“Zo, I’m so sorry. I really thought that if I invested…” Lucas finally speaks, and he’s definitely sniffling.
“Gambling with your little fuckboy friends is not investing!” I take in a deep breath and rock back on my knees. I feel like I’m less vulnerable in an upright position. “You can’t invest money that isn’t yours. You were supposed to book our trip with that money.” I feel the anger bubbling over in my words, and my hands are shaking. “I was finally going to get a stamp on my passport instead of taking care of everyone all the time. My mother finally has Ted to look after her, but I still had you to look after because you couldn’t do anything on your own!” I let it all out, not caring how loud I’m being because after last night there’s no way Silas wants to be anywhere near me. “I had to move in with a literal stranger because you not only spent the vacation money, but then you drained my savings to try to recoup that.”
“Zoey, please stop yelling. You know it hurts me to hurt you,” Lucas’s voice is trembling, and my eyes widen at the actual audacity he has. I open my mouth to retort, but he continues, “where are you? What stranger? What’s her name?”
“His name is Silas,” I snap, but I don’t get to say anything else, because Lucas interrupts me.
“You’re living with another man?” Lucas’s tone is much harder than it was before, and that makes me feel like the sniffling was all fake.
“It’s none of your business. You fucked things up for me, and as usual, your dad rushed in to clean up your mess and pay your way. I’m cleaning up my own mess. Don’t fucking call me again,” I seethe into the phone. I take a deep breath, fully prepared to lay into him again because he’s yet to acknowledge that taking my money and doing anything with it without telling me was the problem, not the fact that he lost it. I don’t get the chance because a large masculine hand wrenches my phone out of my hand, and I topple over on the bed from the unexpected force.
“Don’t call this fucking number again or I will find you and break every single one of your fingers,” Silas growls at Lucas, but he doesn’t wait for a response. He ends the call and tosses it on the bed next to me. He adjusts his glasses, and I can feel the heat of his eyes rake over my body. I feel completely naked even though I’m in panties and my work top.
“Who was that?” Silas practically barks at me as he rolls up the sleeves on his button-down shirt, his eyes never wavering from mine.
I pull my legs up so I’m not flashing him my panties and do my best to stay cool and calm, which isn’t easy considering I was just screaming at my ex-boyfriend.
“Do you typically threaten bodily harm on people you don’t know?” I quip back. I want to get up and get my shorts or even my pajama pants, but I’ll be flashing him my bare ass if I do that. This feels different than last night. I was in control then, and Silas Barlow is definitely in control right now.
“Don’t play games with me, Zoey.” He leans down, bracing his hands on the bed on either side of me, his face hovering inches away from mine. I feel like I could melt just from the heat radiating off of this man. My pussy clenches and I know my nipples are hard enough to be poking against the thin fabric of my shirt. “Who. Was. That?”
“My ex-boyfriend,” I rasp out the words and squeeze my thighs together, trying to get some friction on my clit to ease the ache.
“He stole money from you?” I feel my eyes widen, because I realize now that Silas heard more of the conversation than I originally thought. “Tell me what happened.”
“Get out of my face and I will.” I glare up at him and I see a hint of a smirk twitch at his upper lip before he moves to stand upright. He’s still just as close, but he’s not hovering anymore.
“I don’t really see how this is your…” I start, not really wanting to give him all of my personal issues that he’ll just use against me to say that I’m immature and unprepared.
“You are my business. Now talk,” he growls, crossing his arms over his chest.
I can’t even process what he’s just said to me because I’ve had it up to my eyeballs with his attitude. “You want to know? Fine. I was naïve and trusted Lucas to book a vacation for us because I was finally going to get a stamp on my passport to anywhere but Montana and instead he blew it gambling. And then he emptied my savings account, trying to make the money back that he lost.” I feel angry tears threatening to fall, but I blink them back because I will not humiliate myself any further. “Are you happy? You were proved right. I’m an unprepared screw up. Please leave so I can get dressed and go beg for my job back that you got me fired from so I can get out of your house.”
“I told you that you’re not working there anymore.” Silas’s tone is final, and I realize he must be using his boardroom voice on me. I push up on my knees, letting him see my shirt, but his eyes immediately go to my black lacy thong. He drags his gaze up from the thin material covering my pussy to focus on the Flesh & Fiddle t-shirt. I expect him to bark out more orders, but I’m not prepared for him to grip the collar of my shirt with both hands and rip the fabric in one swoop.
“What the fuck are you doing?!” I grab onto his shoulders, so I don’t fall over on the bed, but that just gives him more leverage to remove my shirt all the way. His eyes seer into my skin, taking in my pink-tipped breasts before moving back up to meet my gaze.
“You’ll work for me.”
“Like fuck I will, give me that.” I reach for my shredded top like an idiot because it’s not like it’s wearable any longer. I watch as Silas backs up, tucking my shirt into the pocket of his slacks, his eyes sweeping down my body with a heat that I’ve never seen in a man before.
“Get dressed. We’re going to be late.” The husky tone in his voice makes my pussy clench with need. I remember how he felt last night, and no matter how angry he makes me or the fact that he’s technically family, I can’t  forget.
I don’t try to cover myself any longer. Instead, I stand up and walk toward the dresser I’ve tucked some of my nicer clothes in, giving him a view of my ass. If he wants to play games, I can play them too. I’ve done my best to stay out of his way and try to piece back the shreds of a life Lucas left me with. I call without looking over my shoulder in the sweetest voice I can muster, “Sure thing, Uncle Silas. Anything for you.”
“Fuck,” Silas lets out a curse under his breath and quietly lets himself out of my room, clicking the door closed behind him.
My new job is going to be very interesting. 





CHAPTER EIGHT

SILAS
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I can admit that bringing Zoey into the office and sticking her at the desk outside of my door is not my brightest idea. The goal was to keep distance and I’ve just shot that to hell. I can feel the anger still coursing through my veins from the admission in her bedroom about the get-rich-quick fuckboy she found herself entangled with. If I had known it was him on the phone and the extent of how he had fucked her over… well let’s just say the threat of breaking each and every finger he has would have seemed like I was asking him over for a beer. 
Realistically, I know I could have put her somewhere else in the building, but the thought of her being out of my sight causes a sense of panic. Not only does the stubborn fucking woman not listen, but clearly she’s easily swayed by pretty boys and pretty words, neither of which will be happening on my watch. She’s sure as fuck never allowed to step foot into Flesh & Fiddle again.
I hear a knock on my door and Zoey calls out, “Hey Uncle Silas, can you maybe explain to me what I’m supposed to be doing?” I stalk to the door and yank it open, grabbing her wrist and pulling her inside.
“Don’t fucking call me that. Jesus, that’s the last thing I need getting around the building.” I shut the door behind us because considering the mouth on this one, I never know what she’s gonna let loose. 
“Oh heaven forbid your employees find out you kidnapped and dragged your niece to work for you, and all the while you can't stop eye fucking her.” The saccharine voice she holds, along with the smirk on her face, has my head thumping, and I can feel a migraine approaching. What the hell did I do in life to deserve the karma that is Zoey Harris?
“Zoey, you just graduated from college. I sincerely hope you can figure out what the fuck a receptionist does. Answer the phones, take messages, and leave me alone so I can figure out what exactly I am doing here. I know you think I have every minute detail of life planned out, but I don’t.” I utter before turning my back to her and walking back to my desk. I sit down and put my head in my hands, pinching the bridge of my nose because that headache is throbbing behind my eyes.
Zoey sighs before I hear her footsteps approach. “Silas, you know before? When you said you had particular tastes? Just what did you mean?”
I can’t handle this right now. “Just drop it, Zoey. I shouldn’t have said that to you, and I’m not telling you. It will do neither of us good and it’s better if you forget about everything inappropriate that has happened between us.”
“There is no way I can just forget. You don’t understand… I’ve never felt like that before. Lucas just kind of jackhammer—” I slam my hands down on my desk, interrupting her because I don’t want to think about some frat boy fucking her. 
“Zoey, if you don’t want me to lose my mind and go find dear old Lucas and burn his fingerprints off for touching you, then kindly… Shut. The. Fuck. Up.”
“Okay I won’t bring him up again, if you tell me what you’re into? Pretty please?” She’s pouting and fuck if it isn’t cute.
“Considering I don’t think you are going to let this go, I will tell you.” I get up from my desk and move around until I’m leaning against the wood with my legs splayed just enough that if she stepped just a few more feet, she'd be directly between them.
“My tastes run a little more peculiar than the vanilla two-pump sex you’ve had with the frat boy. My need to be in control in business extends over into the bedroom also, do you understand?” I pause and let her respond, “So like submissive stuff?”
“No. I don’t practice within the lifestyle although I have plenty of friends that do. My college buddy Evander and his wife own a kink website and I’ve gone to get togethers at their home and met many people. I need to be the one calling the shots, the one making sure my partner reaches their orgasm… preferably before me.” I’m not ashamed of what I’m into, but I wait to see if this appeases her curiosity.
“There’s something you’re holding back, what is it Uncle?” I can’t handle her calling me uncle anymore and I tug her toward me until her body is flush against mine and she can feel the bulge in my dress pants.
“You’re a fucking siren. Constantly tempting men without even trying. My thing is breeding, and before you let your mind go wild. No, I don’t have any children and I’m not out here looking to have children. It’s more of a mental sexual thing. Indulging in the act, imagining it, setting the entire scenario. Coming deep into a pussy and watching myself leak out. It fucking turns me on like nothing else.” I finally divulge my sexual taste and I hope it’s enough to scare her away.
“And if I said I still wanted to fuck you Uncle Silas? I already know you want to fuck me. I can feel it.” I grab her face in my hand and bring it close to my own.
“Any man looking at you would want to fuck you. You’re a knockout fully clothed and I’ve had the distinct pleasure of seeing you without clothes as well. But Zoey, we cannot do this. Not even once, it’s not something we could come back from.”
Her eyes widen and she says, “I just want a taste. One taste. One kiss. Please?”
I know I shouldn’t do it, but I concede and with my hand still wrapped around her jaw, I bring her face all the way until our lips meet. I mean to make this a brief kiss, but her tongue touches my lips and I lose control. I spin us and reach down and haul her up onto my desk with my hands on her thighs. I can feel the goosebumps peppering her skin and my pride swells, knowing I am the cause.
Our tongues are fighting for dominance, but I can feel Zoey’s is more out of desperation. I don’t think she’s ever felt any passion before, and I vow right here and now to show her how it should feel. I let my hands wander up her sides, ghosting over the pulse points in her neck and then settling into her hair.
I feel her legs wrap around my waist, trying to drive her center closer and before I can give her what she wants, there’s a knock at my office door that shakes the sense back into me and I pull back.
“You got your taste, Siren and so did I. This will not happen again.” I pick her up off my desk and set her on her feet. I straighten my clothes and glance to make sure she’s decent before walking and opening the door.
“Yes, Ms. Harris, that's what it means when I ask you to properly document it on my calendar. Ah Jerry, what brings you by?” I change courses and I can’t help but notice the slight hurt on her face before she just nods once and then moves past Jerry and closes the door behind her.




CHAPTER NINE

ZOEY
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It’s been a few days since Silas and I almost had sex in his office. I’ve avoided him as much as someone can avoid their boss that likes to micromanage every little thing. I’m still irritated with him that he goes from hot to cold with me so fast. It’s a wonder I don’t have whiplash just from dealing with him. But as I stand in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, appraising the little black dress I haven’t worn since high school, I realize that Silas isn’t hot with anyone else. He’s just cold to everyone. I haven’t figured out why, what makes the man tick, but what I do know is that I get his blood boiling and that’s a really fun feeling. Silas might think that he’s in control right now, but that’s simply not the case. I run my fingers through my hair, I curled it, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. I guess we’ll see what Uncle Silas thinks. 
He’s in his study pretending to work like he does every Friday night. He’s allergic to fun, I’m almost certain of it. I grab the black clutch on my nightstand and slip on the stilettos that are way too high for me to wear outside of the house without falling and breaking my face. But they’re just right for the trek down the hall. I take a deep breath and walk down the long hallway, and knock on Silas’s study door.
“Come in,” he barks, and I don’t know how someone could possibly be in a bad mood every waking hour of the day. I bet he’s scowling in his dreams, too.
“Don’t act so happy to see me,” I say, walking all the way inside, making a show of turning around to shut the door. I put a lot of effort into this outfit, and he needs to get the full 360 view.
“Where are you going dressed like that?” Silas is leaning back in his chair, his full attention on me.
Good.
“Out,” I practically chirp and I see his eyes narrow. He’s taking the bait, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt so powerful in my entire life.
“Out where? With who?” His chair scrapes as he pushes it back away from his desk. He stays seated and folds his hands together, I suppose to keep from reaching out and throttling me. Just because he’s falling hook, line and sinker for my little ruse doesn’t mean that he doesn’t know what I’m doing. He’s a smart man, and the only thing clouding his judgment right now is the fact that he wants me more than he would ever care to admit.
“With some friends,” I say sweetly, approaching his desk and my whole body warms with the way his eyes rake over every inch of my exposed skin. “But that’s not why I’m here. Tomorrow is my day off, and I just wanted to remind you that your meeting was moved from 10AM to a lunch meeting at Mezzanotte Lounge. I put it on your calendar, but you refuse to check that,” I say and then laugh lightly when he pulls his face up in distaste. Silas hates lunch meetings. He finds them phony, time-consuming, and pointless. As soon as the thought enters my head, I realize that I know more about Silas than I realized, or that he probably thinks I do.
“You’re not going out dressed like that,” he says, and I can tell he’s forcing his tone to sound flat, unaffected, like he doesn’t actually care. He sucks at playing the protective uncle role.
“I am, actually. This is my favorite dress. Lucas hated it, made him feel insecure because it’s an eye-catcher.” I do a full spin for effect. He’s teetering on the edge of either kicking me out or ravaging me, and either one of those things needs to happen for me to get any peace.
“Boys are insecure. Men are protective. You’re not going out tonight,” he says coolly, leaning back in his chair.
“You see, Silas, I absolutely am. When I worked at Flesh & Fiddle, I would never have been able to get a Friday night off. I wouldn’t have even wanted to. The tips were too good to pass up. But with my new job that you so graciously gave me and didn’t at all force on me, I have nights and weekends off. So really, everything that happens tonight is thanks to you.” I place my hands on his desk and lean forward, giving him an ample view of my cleavage.
That gesture must have plucked his last strand of restraint because he stands up and sweeps everything, including a glass of whiskey and his laptop, onto the floor. I don’t think I even have time to squeal before he’s picked me up and pulled me over the glossy desk, situating me so that my legs dangle over the edge. My dress has ridden up, but I’m too focused on him to care that my panties are on full display. I thought he’d lose it, that he was going to be all over me like the other day in his office, but he’s just staring at me, his eyes wide with need and his chest moving raggedly with his accelerated breathing.
Silas sits back down in his chair and moves up toward the desk. He cups his hand around my ankle, letting my high heel rest on his large thigh. “You might be able to play this game with the boys drooling over you, but you need to understand me right now, Zoey. I play for keeps.” I gasp when his hand slides up in a practiced motion, stopping at my knee. “If I lose control and take you, you’ll never be the same. I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked. I’m going to fill every one of your little holes until they’re dripping with my come.”
“I knew what I was getting into tonight when I came in here.” I reach up and pull the straps of my dress down, letting it fall to expose my breasts to him. I reach up and pluck my nipple and then the other one. I watch his eyes taking in every inch of my skin and his fingers tighten, digging into my flesh. “I might not have as much experience as you, but I know what I like and what I want to try.” My voice doesn’t sound like my own, but instead I can hear the breathy neediness I have for this man.
“I’m going to count to three, and if you don’t move to leave before then, you’re mine Zoey. I get you for the entire night,” Silas growls, and even though he’s giving me an out right now, the look in his eyes tells me that if I tried to run right now, he’s too far gone. This man needs to be inside me, and that thought alone turns me on more than I ever have been before.
“One.” Silas lifts my leg, bringing my ankle to his mouth, pressing a rough kiss there.
“Two,” Silas says, looking up at me with a devilish smile before he presses a kiss to the inside of my knee.
“Three.” Silas shoves my dress further over my hips and kisses the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. I reach down and tunnel my hand through his hair, pulling him toward me. I need to feel his mouth on me. I need everything he’s willing to give me.
“Times up, Siren. You’re mine.”




CHAPTER TEN

SILAS
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Temptation and sin wrapped in black satin. Mine to unwrap. Mine to own. Mine to breed. A kaleidoscope of images, positions, and places where I’m going to fuck Zoey, spill before my eyes. The warmth of her thighs under my hands causes more blood to rush to my cock.  
I ghost my mouth over her barely covered pussy and let the air escaping tease her as I say, “Should I put my mouth here? Hmmm. Or should I fuck you with my fingers? I could do neither and let you writhe chasing the air for an orgasm on my desk until you’re a filthy, soaking mess.”
“Silas please, no. I need you, any part of you. Please touch me. I want to feel you,” she begs and the quivers in her thighs tell me just how turned on and desperate she truly is. I love when my playthings become desperate.
I lean so close to her panties I can feel her wetness on the tip of my nose, and I breathe in deeply… fuck, she smells so good. She’ll smell even better once I get my come into her and can mark her. She poked the beast and now it’s time for her to come into the pen and play with the grown-ups.
“You smell sinful, Siren. Tempting any man who gets too close. You came in here, meaning to tempt and tease me, but sweet girl, you've bitten off more than you can chew this time. Tonight, you’re all mine, and when daybreak comes, you will never be the same. You certainly won’t be walking the same.” I smirk as I let my words wash over her and she stares down at me, still between her legs until I lean back, “You look positively obscene like this. Show me my pussy, Siren. Show me my next meal.”
She huffs and I can sense the snark rising in her and she can’t resist, “How many times have I told you that you can’t tell me what to do, Uncle Silas? Either you’re gonna eat and fuck me or I’ll have to get myself off and then go find someone else to get the job done. Pity the puddle I’ll leave on your desk will haunt you though.”
She’s baiting me and while immediately anger rushes to the surface, I still myself and don’t fall victim to her little game. Two can play and instead I smirk and unbutton my jeans.
Her eyes are tracking every movement of my hands as I lower my zipper until she can see my dark gray boxer briefs and the slightly darker spot right where my cock has been leaking. I lean my head back and lower my eyes to slits as I palm myself before slipping the head just out of the opening and replying, “Well if you’re going to do all that then go on with yourself. I’m going to sit here and make myself come and then get back to work. Maybe I’ll go out by myself and find someone else to sink into.”
Like a match and a trail of gasoline, Zoey explodes at my words. “I didn’t put up with all of your shit not to finally get to fuck you, Uncle.” She jumps off my desk and I watch as she shimmies out of her lacy black thong before reaching over and wrapping it around my dick.
“Do you feel how wet my panties are while they touch you? Imagine how wet I will feel when you’re fucking me and owning me.” Her words and the wet fabric have me wanting to hurry this little game of tit for tat up.
I haul her into my lap so she’s straddling me, and I notice the slight wince in her face as her thighs try to accommodate my body and the chair. I’m not a sadist, but a small part of me is enjoying the little bit of pain she is experiencing.
With her dress wrapped around her middle, I grab hold of the fabric to use as leverage before I growl at her, “Fuck yourself on my lap then, Siren. I want to see your body rock back and forth, slicking my cock up. Show me you deserve me and my come inside you.”
Her eyes widen, and I know everything that is happening right now is new to her. She’s not used to being talked to this way or being manhandled in the bedroom. The flush of her cheeks and the dilation of her eyes coupled with the rock of her hips tell me that everything I am saying and doing is fulfilling her. Her pace is steady as she slides her wet center back and forth over my cock, her panties, and my clothes. I can tell when my engorged head hits her clit each time by the biting of her lip, and I twine my hands in the fabric of her dress. She pauses when she feels the material tighten around her stomach and before she can even open her mouth to speak, I act. I use the leverage and begin pushing and pulling her body against my own at a furious pace, allowing her to chase the orgasm she so desperately needs but is still too timid to take. For all her bravado in life, her lack of experience in actually going for what she wants in the bedroom makes me irritated for her sake. If I only do one thing right by Zoey, it’s going to be showing her tonight that she comes first…. always.
“Don’t be afraid to chase what you want, Zoey. You feel that feeling low in your gut building, almost cramping. I want you to let go of everything in your head, and I want you to fucking come for me. Be a good girl for your uncle and let me see. I can’t fuck you until I see myself covered in you.” I speak in low, even tones so I don’t spook her.
A few more strokes of her body over mine are all it takes before I watch as she finally comes undone and her wetness is evident even on my jeans. I don’t waste one more second before standing up from my chair and laying her back down on my desk. She lays there almost in a daze in her orgasmic high and watches as I grab the hem of my shirt pulling it over my head. Her eyes widen, taking in my chest and they trail over the sparse hair I have covering my pecs leading down my stomach. I wait until her green orbs reach my cock before I push my jeans down and remove both my underwear and hers from around me.
I stroke myself from root to tip before I notch myself right at her entrance, just letting my throbbing dick beat its own heartbeat against her. I lean down, bracing my hands on either side of her and capture her mouth with my own, swallowing her pants.
She squirms, “Please stop teasing me. I need you. I need to feel you. I want to feel your come in me, Uncle Silas.” Whatever restraint I had to drag out this teasing shatters and I snap my hips forward, sinking to the hilt inside Zoey. I give no pause for her to adjust to my size before I’m pistoning in and out of her, chasing my own high. 
“Hold on to the desk before I fuck us both right off it. Fuck, you feel so good. So warm and wet. Your pretty pussy is barely holding on, Siren. She’s stretched so tight around me. You’re going to feel me in you for days.” Her walls clamp down on me, even tighter with my words, and her whole body is flushed as she holds onto the edge of the wood.
I drive myself further and further into her, hoping I can find purchase in her belly with each and every thrust. I reach down with my right hand and start plucking her clit, pinching and rolling it between my fingers because I need her to fucking come all over my cock.
“I want you to soak your uncle’s dick now, Zoey. Let go and show me you deserve my come.”
She’s shaking her head back and forth, “I can’t. It’s too much. Please.”
I slap my hand straight down on her clit, shocking her and triggering her orgasm. I don’t think she’s coherent for a few moments and I keep thrusting and watch her lips try to swallow me, and I can feel my balls drawing up and my orgasm is on the edge. 
“Should I come in you and breed this sweet fucking pussy? Do you deserve it? I know I deserve it.” I groan loudly, just barely holding on.
“Come in me Silas. I need to feel it. Come deep inside your niece’s pussy and fuck your baby into me.” Her words are my undoing and I let my orgasm release and I continue my thrusts trying to get my come further inside her.
I slow my thrusts finally until I pull all the way out and watch as her little hole gapes from being stretched so thinly over my shaft. Her lips are puffy and red from the abuse they’ve taken, and she looks gorgeous. Her chest is heaving, and her eyes are closed in contentment, and I stroke my hand down her face before picking her up and cradling her in my arms so I can walk out of the study and into my bedroom down the hall.
“I shouldn’t want this. Want you. But I do. I want you to stay, Zoey. In my house and in my life. I know I only said one night, but I was foolish to think that I could walk away. You’re staying here… and in my bed.”
“And if I don’t?” She replies with mirth, but I can tell by her body language she is simply toying with me. She likes to see me lose control.
“Good girls who listen to their uncle get rewarded. Girls who don’t? Well I don’t think you want to see what happens then, little siren.” With those last words, I lay her down in my dark sheets and admire the way her honey brown hair is splayed across the pillows. I climb in and pull her into my arms and allow any remaining tension to run out of my body.
I allow the sweet cadence of her breathing to lull me to sleep just as a siren’s call leads men to their destruction. I don’t know how this will all play out, but I’m not giving Zoey Harris up. I’ll go to battle if I have to.
TO BE CONTINUED…
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Roslin Glen, daughter of Alfred Glen, has been kidnapped. After being used as payment for a contract she never agreed to, there’s only one person who can help her–Ian Baine, a Bocánaigh. Brutality personified. Dominic Esposito’s right-hand man. Roslin only has one thing Ian is looking for and giving him her body might be worse than being held hostage. But after one night, maybe Ian is the lesser of two evils. 






PROLOGUE

ROSLIN
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“Fuck! Your sweet little cunt is so tight.” His gravelly voice strikes against my flesh, causing a fresh wave of arousal to swamp me. “Can’t wait to get my cock deep inside of you so you can squeeze all the cum from my balls.” 
I shuddered in his arms. Tears sprang to the corners of my eyes. This was heaven and hell wrought upon me. A lump of pleasure formed in my throat, and I couldn’t speak. Or maybe it was the fact he had his rather large, furred palm wrapped around my neck, holding me in place while he fucked his thick cock into me.
Mr. Ian Bains. Bocánaigh. Assassin. Bodyguard. Shadow.
I bet you’re wondering how a girl like me, Roslin Glen, daughter of Senator Alfred Glen, got here to begin with.
Well...
“Take it, little creature... Take all of my dick into your greedy hole. Ungh...” His mouth latched onto my shoulder. The slam of his hips, pushing me deeper into the bedding. He’s a cruel monster.
The worst of the worst.
Yet... Oh God, save me. I wanted him. I wanted this so badly. Now that I’ve had a taste of the man and the beast, I’ll never be able to let either of them go...




CHAPTER ONE

ROSLIN
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Four weeks ago...

“This will be your room, Miss Glen.” The creatin holding my arm in such a way I knew I’d be bruised when he let me go gave me a nasty smile before throwing me into the posh bedroom. 
Better than I was expecting, considering the circumstances.
I tumbled to the hard floor, twisting my ankle on the way down, then smacked my hands on the cool hardwood. All of that would leave a mark. When the door closed and locked behind me, I flipped them off.
Assholes.
As bargains went, I guess I should be happy to be alive. After the little stunt my father pulled, I should be dead right now. Egotistical, narcissistic, douche bag. Alfred Glen was a made man. The mob needed a pawn in the government, and my arrogant prick of a father had been the perfect mark for the last ten years. I tried to warn him. But did he listen? Hell no.  Probably because I was fourteen and too headstrong for him. (Another reason I was picking myself off the floor of this luxe bedroom)
Anyway, back then—when my father was a nobody—he had these idealistic goals. These righteous crusades no one would listen to. A narcissist to the nth degree. If everyone would just follow what my father “prescribed” society should be, we’d be better off. Poverty, homelessness, and violence would be eradicated.
Until them.
They—him—Dominic Esposito; leader of the 96th Street Demons, or “Demons” for short, used my father as their pawn. Dominic poured millions into my father’s campaign over the last ten-plus years to secure his senate seat election wins while also feeding into my father’s over-inflated ego while silently bending the arc of my father’s prophesied future.
Obviously, at some point—reads as— “last year,” my father pissed off Dominic. He was “done” with the mob and had co-signed several anti-organized crime bills because violence begot violence, or whatever. My father even named Mr. Esposito as one of the most wanted crime lords on the upper west side.
Hence why I was sitting in a room, locked away, like a friggen prisoner, until my father either paid all the money back—which he couldn’t, or begged Dominic for forgiveness and came crawling back like the stubborn puppy Alfred Glen had always been—which he wouldn’t do.
Me?
I’ll probably die here, in this room. Probably be sold off if Dominic thought the solution would bring my father to heel. Again, it won’t. Of course, my mother will, at some point, scream and holler at my father to do the right thing. As always, he won’t listen to her. He had a clean, pious image to cement in and around the community. Kowtowing to “terrorists” even for his daughter wouldn’t happen. My father had such a high opinion of himself, he thought everyone else should bow to him. When they didn’t, they’re the enemy. Didn’t matter if it was us, his children, or his wife. The goons—Dominic—who took me as collateral for payment of funds used in opposition to their contract with my father. Yeah, they didn’t matter, either.
“Great,” I muttered. “Just great.”
I stood, testing my right ankle and grimaced. Shouldn’t have worn my favorite pair of Jimmy’s to work today. I frowned, staring at the swollen purple and red bruising pattern molting across my skin. Shit. Probably sprained it. Black and blue were never my color. The door opened moments later as I sat on the bed contemplating my choices. Not that I had many. Clearly, I didn’t want to go over the whole intimidation thing again. I didn’t need more injuries. Not that they didn’t scare me. Deep down, I didn’t care. This little stunt between my father and Dominic didn’t involve me. Nothing he did now would genuflect my father.
Yet, there he stood; Dominic Esposito, surrounded by his men.
Piercing, dark brown eyes stared down at me, taking in every inch of me, including my twisted ankle that continued to swell the longer I didn’t elevate it. Menace rolled off of him in sickening waves. All I wanted was to go home. The curling snarl on his full lips spiked a niggle of apprehension within me. Dominic’s black hair was slicked back, curling around his ears, and his cheeks were covered with a couple of days’ worth of scruff. He stepped into the room like he owned the place (news flash; he did), oblivious to the rules of privacy and decorum. He glanced around the sparse, though comfortable furnishings and grinned. The devious, imperialist curve of his mouth did nothing for me. He was just another city-rat asshole trying to make a buck off the backs of the working man.
“This is nice compared to where I wanted to put you.” He rolled up his sleeves, exposing sinewy forearms covered in intricate tattoos. His biceps bulged against the expensive material covering his torso. His waistcoat gave him an inflated air of authority and privilege. He was nothing more than a street urchin, like me, once upon a time.
You can put lipstick on a pig, but it’s still a pig.
“Oh? Where’s that?” I should’ve kept my mouth shut, yet the way he licked his bottom lip as his lascivious gaze swept over my body once more, I couldn’t keep silent. “No, wait, let me guess. Your bedroom?” I snorted. “Not my type.”
He chuckled. The horrid sound sent a shiver of warning down my spine. He wasn’t to be trifled with. In this arrangement, he had all the power. I was his prisoner. “Not if you were the last woman on this planet.” The words were spoken in a hushed tone, dripping with disdain and malice.
“Well, I suppose gutter always enjoys gutter. Right, Dominic?”
His hand cut through the air, striking my cheek, knocking me backwards. Stars exploded in front of me. My ears rang and my vision swam. Should have seen that coming. The trickle of warmth at the corner of my lip had me fighting the urge to touch it. I already knew I was bleeding. Not like the skeezy man in front of me made me drool. Straightening my spine, I sat taller, staring down my nose at him.
Men who use their fists instead of their words were weak.
“Pretty dolls shouldn’t speak in such derogatory ways.” He cupped my chin and smirked. His dark gaze landed on my tits. He licked his lips before dragging his full bottom lip between his teeth. My stomach flopped in disgust. Bile bit at the back of my throat. “We’d have had fun, you and me.”
Money might make the man for people like Dominic, but it couldn’t buy them class or sex appeal. I narrowed my eyes and jerked away from him, crossing my arms. Every inch of my body hurt, including my head. All I wanted was to be left alone. “If these are the last days of my life, at least allow me to have some peace.”
“Ian,” Dominic called out, “Get your ass in here,” totally ignoring me.
The man’s heavy footfalls drew my gaze to the door as Dominic’s men moved aside. Each of them looked up as the man, Ian, stepped into the room, momentarily ducking his head as he passed the threshold. My heart lodged in my throat. My mouth went dry. Ian stood a good five or six inches taller than Dominic. His hands were tattooed, so was his neck. I absently wondered if perhaps the rest of his arms and chest were as well. He had piercing blue eyes that ensnared me as the cruel expression on his chiseled face darkened. His broad shoulders gave way to a tapered waist and long, thick legs.
I knew this man.
Everybody who was anybody knew this man.
Ian Bains. The Irishman. Hired hitman. Now babysitter? My, how the mighty have fallen. He continued to stare at me with keen interest while I curled my lip, as best as I could without pulling the injured flesh, in disdain. Just another douche bro to add to the list. He even had that Jersey Shore fade haircut going on with his hair. About the only thing qualifying him as better looking than Dominic and his men was the graying at his temples.
And maybe the tattoos placement.
Better add his blue eyes too, just because.
“Watch her. If she makes a move to escape, snap her neck.” Dominic flicked a brutal look in my direction before stepping out of the room.
Guess I hurt whatever feelings he had.
Oh, well.
The minute the door shut behind us, I groaned, throwing myself back on the bed. My head officially felt as though a jackhammer was breaking through the hemispheres of my brain. My lip throbbed, as did my cheek. At least, for the moment, I forgot about my ankle.
When I opened my eyes, Ian remained where he’d been when he entered the room. He gave me a curious once over. Those hard, intense blue eyes of his swept across my body, lighting me up from the inside out. A flush stole across my skin, heating me to the point I thought I’d combust while my heart pounded. The corner of his mouth lifted in a callous smirk as he strode over to the rather large leather wingback chair, that reminded me more of a regal throne than a simple chair. I hadn’t even noticed when I stumbled into the room.
Ian sat. His long, powerful legs extended in front of him. He crossed them at the ankle while giving me a droll look. Everything about him screamed power and control. He could crush anyone who got in his way. Lucky me, I was the one person who might get in his way. Not on purpose, though. After all, I wasn’t in this fucked up situation because I wanted to be.
“Make yourself at home,” I muttered, pulling myself up onto the bed properly, so I didn’t hang off the side and cause more pressure on my ankle. Bad enough, I kept it down for longer than I should have. In the time since I’d been knocked to the floor, and Dominic left the room, my ankle had swelled to the size of an orange verging on grapefruit. “Damn it.”
Ian cocked a brow.
“Silence suits you,” I groused, rolling my eyes, then chiding myself for doing so. “Your stone aesthetic fits as well. Keep up the good work.”
Amusement glittered in his gaze, but his features remained stoic—flat. He didn’t take the bait to talk to me. Personally, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to, anyway. After Dominic’s little DV treatment, I didn’t need a matching set of bruises on both cheeks, or worse.
If the stories about Ian were true, he’d do much crueler things than Dominic had.
I grabbed a pillow from the bed and placed it under my foot before removing my shoe, sure it was the worst thing I could do. Didn’t a shoe keep swelling down while also helping stabilize the joint or whatever? Or was the rule, take the shoe off and ice it? I snorted to myself, yeah, I won’t be getting ice soon. Not in this place. Not while I was a hostage.
Nor were my thoughts rational at the moment.
Which meant grinning and bearing the pain like it didn’t hurt.
Pushing my hair out of my face on an exhale, I got my foot settled and stared out the windows facing the Upper West Side.
We lived on the east side. Still a pleasant neighborhood. The best schools’ money could buy. This, though, was the ultra-rich neighborhood. None of the property sold under ten million, give or take a few. Even the street vendors were bougie.
The twinkling lights of the city gave off a soft yellow glow, turning the area golden. Any other time, I’d have thought the view was beautiful. Right now, I couldn’t even muster up any emotion. I couldn’t even say I wanted to go home, because going home meant facing parents who basically tossed me to a mob boss as insurance for a fucking debt I had nothing to do with.
Instead, I rearranged myself on the bed, pulling the covers up over my head so Ian the Barbarian couldn’t continue to stare at me. Even if he didn’t think I was aware of the heated caresses of his stare, the small hairs on the back of my neck stood up. He equal parts scared the shit out of me and did this funny thing to my stomach that I couldn’t quite name. I hoped, if I pretended to be asleep, he’d leave the room, and I could finally be blissfully alone.
At least, that’s what I told myself.
Little did I know, Mr. Baine would never leave my side again…




CHAPTER TWO

IAN
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In the three weeks my little creature had been in this penthouse, I couldn’t get enough of her. She smelled of rosewater and citrus. Her long wavy black hair shielded her heart-shaped face, giving her a coy, haughty appearance that drove me wild. I watched the sway of her hips and the way her clothes hugged every curve of her voluptuous body. I also saw the marks left on her flesh. The red welts and fingerprints. The injured ankle and bruised cheek. 
For every mark they left on her, I’d take my revenge with a pound of theirs. The thought struck me dead. I had no affection for this ethereal creature other than bodily want, yet every time I spied her tucking her pale, cracked lip between her teeth, brutal rage bloomed within my body.
Using someone for surety was one thing. Bringing harm to the innocent... My lip curled in disdain. Only small-minded, inferior bugs hurt people to get their way. As far as I was concerned, I’d been one of those people, too. A soldier. A sentinel. The muscle. The one thing that could scare others back into line without having to utter a word. I was darkness personified.
A red haze colored my vision.
I planned their deaths.
I envisioned their broken bodies bleeding.
The crimsons pool of their exsanguinated blood expanded around Roslin’s dainty feet while I fucked her from one orgasm to the next sent a shiver of anticipation down my spine. These aspirations would be my gifts and solemn oath to her.
“I told you, if I wanted your opinion, I’d give it to you,” Roslin snapped, baring her teeth at one of Dominic’s men.
He’d been hot on her ass since the moment she’d been unceremoniously shoved through the doors of Dominic’s penthouse on the eighty-seventh floor of the Demon's building. All of them were under the impression since she was the guarantee she’d been theirs to play with and torture.
They’d learn soon enough.
“Stop being a contemptuous bitch,” the man said, backhanding her.
Another mark added to the tally.
Another death warrant signed and sealed.
“Fuck you.”
She enraged me to the point of violence with her insolence and sharp mouth. Her inability to obey the simplest of tasks made my palms itch to correct her. She had a wild streak a mile long and the attitude to match. She was everything I hated about humanity, yet I couldn’t get enough of her. I wanted to feel her cutting tongue across my flesh, experience the cracking whip of impudence contained within her words.
Her topaz gaze cut toward me, and my dick jerked with excitement and anticipation. Her eyes burned with a fury I craved. I could see the awful, depraved ideas brewing in her beautifully broken mind. Watched the way she stared at the others as if she were calculating how each would die. I bit the inside of my cheek to stifle the moan building in my throat.
Raw, carnal arousal flowed through my veins. The giddy, manic part of my mind jumped for joy. I’d do anything for her. Kill for her. Burn for her. I’d take as many heads as she wanted me to, then fuck her while their lifeless bodies watched with sightless eyes.
I cocked a brow at her, my hands folded in front of me as I waited to see what she’d do next. The unpredictability of her nature was the truest gift. Would she fight again? Would she acquiesce? Show me something, creature, I hummed under my breath. The lashing of a coming storm building within her had tension crackling in the air. My body strained. The wildness within me craved being let out. I’d allow her to command me. Be her sword to wield as she wished.
Instead of saying a word, she straightened her spine, shifted her shoulders back, and lifted her chin. Her eyes were slits of contempt as she stared down at the man—I didn’t learn his name, nor the others. Only Dominic’s because I planned to kill him last. She lifted the corner of her mouth in hatred as blood trickled from the cut Dominic inflicted upon her delicate features, reopened by the bastard behind her's brutality.
“You will regret hitting me.” Her words were bitter. Detached. She took two steps before the fool grabbed her wrist.
Still, I didn’t move.
My job was specific.
Watch her.
Stalk her.
Treat her like prey on a battlefield.
I adjusted my aching dick at the thought.
She looked down at where the demon dared to touch her, his palm the size of the bruise on her wrist, confirming he was the one to grab her to begin with. I realized what she was about to do before she cocked her free hand back. The crack of her open palm cutting across the asshole’s face as he crumbled to the ground sent a shivered thrill down my spine. Blood dripped from his nose and mouth as she stood over him, the heel of her shoe positioned at the base of his neck.
I groaned.
If I were a vampire, I’d say bloodlust consumed me, but I was a Bocánaigh, and my yearning was geared toward the adrenaline of the battlefield. Of spilling blood. Of fucking in pools of crimson as my partner screamed my name while my cum leaked from their hole.
My cock pressed painfully against the fly of my trousers. I adjusted myself, again, discreetly, already leaking precum from excitement. The manic edge of violence crept in, pushing me to the brink. On the outside, I appeared stoic as always. Inside, a feral grin spread across my lips. A glee I had no business feeling erupted within me. I wanted to see it. I had to see her put that heel through the base of his throat, then his spine, killing him.
Fuck.
I had to get it together.
Regrettably, duty came first. Couldn’t have her killing anyone just yet. I crossed to where Roslin stood and grabbed her by the arm, wrenching her off of the man. Her hiss of outrage pierced the haze of excitement consuming me. I allowed myself to fall into the trappings of yearning for a captive, even if she wasn’t mine. “Very unladylike.”
She snorted. “Fuck you, too. Let me go.” She twisted and pulled at where I held her, trying to break free. “Who the fuck do you think you are touching me?” She was like a wet kitten, full of piss and vinegar, as I dragged her back to her room.
I wanted her to use those vicious claws on me.
“Who do you think you are acting like you are anything more than a prisoner in this house?” I pushed her down the hall and back into her prison, slamming the door behind us, locking it. She stumbled against the bed, staring up at me with wild, rage-filled topaz eyes. I wanted to fuck the aggression out of her. Listen to her purr in contentment after thoroughly satisfying her.
She scurried across the bed. “What are you going to do? Rape me to prove I’m a prisoner. Fuck you.” The pulse at her throat strummed. Her breath came in soft pants. Fear tinged the soft, succulent scent of her arousal.
I laughed, sitting in the chair I’d occupied more often than not. “I don’t rape women or men in order to hear their screams of pleasure, Ms. Glen. They come to me willingly, dripping for my cock.”
“I bet they do,” she muttered, crossing her arms.
I wanted to fuck the pout off her lush mouth. Wondered countless times what my dick would look like slipping past those full lips. Watch her choke on me. See the tears spring at the corners of her eyes while drool escaped the sides of her mouth. I yearned to mess her up. To come on her tits and tongue. To fill all of her holes with my cum.
“Why do you challenge them?” The words willingly slipped free as curiosity got the best of me.
“Why should I make any of this easy on any of you?” She made a derisive noise. “Do you think because you have tattoos all over your bodies or guns at your sides, you scare me? Do you honestly believe those nasty looks on your faces intimidate me?” She gave a menacing chuckle that slithered down my spine and settled in my groin. “Not in the least. I know what you are, Mr. Baine. You don’t frighten me.”
The truthfulness of her words didn’t surprise me. I’d seen the kindness she was capable of when someone other than any of the Demons who brought her food. She’d shown more compassion to those who cared for the apartment than she did toward any of Dominic’s men. Even the damn guard dog liked her, and the dog didn’t even like their handler.
“You’ve been looking at our tattoos,” I said, steepling my fingers under my chin, bracing my elbows on the arms of my chair. “What else do you look at, Ms. Glen?”
She laughed then. The venomous sound was a pure aphrodisiac. A Valkyrie. Yes, I could see it now. The regalness. The strength. The superiority. Mmm... “Not much worth looking at.”
“Oh?” Inquisitiveness kept me pushing at the wall separating us. I should stop. Step outside. Find someone to fuck and rut within to slack the lust pounding through my veins.
Instead, I stayed there.
“If you’re trying to small talk me or get me to admit to some...” She waved her hand, “Attraction, you’re going to be waiting a long fucking time.” She licked her bottom lip. “I won’t be one of those Stockholm Syndrome people.”
I chortled.
She shivered.
Her scent thickened, darkening with arousal. Amber and peaches. Spicy and sweet. The aroma complimented her rosewater perfume. It took all of my strength to sit where I was and not cross to her. I was playing a dangerous game with Roslin. I needed to leave. Clear my head. Yet, just the thought of departing had a disgruntled rumble of indignation building in my chest.
“This isn’t attraction, Ms. Glen.”
Her features fell. Recrimination and shame tainted her scent. Were those tears shimmering in her eyes? I wanted those, too. I wanted to lick the salty despair from her cheeks and lashes while impaling her on my cock. Damn it, stop thinking with your dick. Too bad I couldn’t. Four weeks I’d been consumed by her fragrance. Of watching the sway of her hips. Or listening to that caustic tongue of hers ripping Dominic’s men to shreds.
“Good to know, Mr. Bain.” She picked her weary form up from her bed and stomped into her bathroom, slamming the door and locking it.
A growl of denial filled my chest at being deprived of gazing upon her.
Like she could lock me out of the bathroom, if I wanted in there.
Get it together.
I couldn’t continue to sit in her room, surrounded by her smell, but I also couldn’t leave her side. I knew the moment I did, Dominic’s men would be back, and when they were done with her, she’d be a broken shell of herself. The thought sent a jolt of savage mania through me. Again, the red haze returned to my vision. The wooden frame of the chair’s armrests creaked as my claws extended and my grip tightened.
My true form simmered under the surface of my human skin, waiting to emerge. Between the temptation of lust and the enticement of drawing blood, a tremor worked through me. I stood then, needing to escape while also sticking close to Roslin’s side.
The shower came on and seconds later wisps of steam slithered out from under the door, along with more of that delectable rosewater perfume. With my decision made, I crossed to the door to Roslin’s balcony.
She didn’t know it was there, and I meant to keep it that way. I could cool off outside, erase my erratic thoughts. Jerk my cock to release over and over until the damn thing wouldn’t twitch in excitement because of her presence. It’s only infatuation. Fuck her once and be done with her. I could only tell myself that lie for so long. My dick would permanently remain hard and ready for her. Fuck. I rubbed myself through my pants and groaned.
So help me, I needed relief.
Pressing my heated forehead to the cool glass, I let out a hissed breath as I pulled down the zipper of my pants. My cock sprang forth, and a moan of relief fell from my lips. I wouldn’t last. Already the base of my spine tingled. My balls were heavy and hard, drawn up close to my groin. My fist slid through the copious amounts of precum, dribbling free from my tip as my ass clenched. Fuck, I needed this. My heart pounded. My head was light. The idea of Roslin stepping out of the bathroom at any second, catching me in the act of masturbating, turned me on more.
I fucking needed her.
Craved her pussy.
Her ass.
Ungh...
Adrenaline spiked within me. I was coming. Four strokes was all it took. I hadn’t even opened the glass door to the balcony. Each spurt splatted against the window and slid to the floor with a plop as I sagged there, stroking myself while continuing to come. If I thought I’d be embarrassed by my actions, I was emboldened. I marked my territory like a dog who pissed on its fence post, only I used ejaculate. I wanted my scent to permeate the air in her space, reminding those who dared to touch her, she belonged to me.
I’d be her retribution.
Her sword and shield.
Still, I was also going crazy in such a confined space. I yearned for the darkness to consume. I needed fresh air. To clear my head. Because if I stayed in my current state of arousal, I’d fuck her against her will. Pour my seed into her womb as many times as I could. I’d impregnate her every chance I had, just to see her swell with my child.
The incessant throb demanding I claim her pounded at the back of my mind, making me a feral beast. Although I just came seconds ago, my cock was twitching in my palm, eager to find the pleasure of another gut knotting orgasm.
I had to get away.
In those few seconds, caught between desperation and arousal, I feared Roslin Glen was my undoing, and Lucifer help the Demons living in this building if they interfered. I would raze the ground they all walked upon to protect this impetuous woman who snatched at my soul and held my balls in a vise, which I enjoyed more than I should.
Be damned with me, Roslin.




CHAPTER THREE

ROSLIN
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My skin was flushed. Excitement pooled between my thighs. Heat licked at my breasts as my nipples puckered into hard points. I had to get away from Ian Baine before I made a fool of myself. It seemed I’d done so more than once or twice over the last few weeks. If it hadn’t been for him, surely I’d be dead by now. 
Mr. Ian Baine.
I couldn’t get that madman out of my head. He always found me. His voice always enthralled me. Yet, it was his captivating blue eyes that ensnared me. Conversations were for hacks where he was concerned. I’d seen every intention in his gaze. However, when he spoke, he could cut me down to size without even a second thought.
Remember the part where I said I wouldn’t become a victim to Stockholm Syndrome? Well, I already was. The impure thoughts running through my head for that man were lewd. My imagination ran wild while I slept, conjuring up all kinds of kinky dreams of the man—beastly demon—who could easily snap a person in half.
Could snap me in half.
Every morning, since my arrival at Dominic’s penthouse, I’d woke with an incredibly empty ache between my thighs and wet panties from creaming myself. No dream could satisfy the hunger coursing through me for my demon bodyguard.
I shivered.
What would it feel like to be broken by him? To be fucked continuously until I lay limp; his cum trickling from my used and abused pussy. The idea should have scared me. Repulsed me, even. Instead, I couldn’t get the visions of his hand wrapped around my throat, squeezing me as his cock stretched my pussy to the point of delirium pumping load after load... Fuck, what’s wrong with me? The juices of my cunt dripped from my slit, coating my labia even as the spray of the shower washed away the evidence of my arousal. I’d never gotten this wet for a man before, let alone a Bocánaigh.
I heard tales of the Bocánaigh. How they would specifically find human battlefields and feed off the wounded soldiers or prowl through villages, looking for willing victims to carry their spawn. The notion Ian or those of his ilk could or would fuck men on the battlefields as they ate the soldier’s souls or spilled their cum into willing women repeatedly... I shuddered, not disgusted by the act, but excited. The domination a beastly demon like him could impose upon their victims shouldn’t thrill me. I should’ve been terrified he’d do the same to me.
Only, I wanted it.
God save me, I wanted him.
None of this was natural. Of everything I wanted, I yearned to be set free. However, a demon contract was written in blood and forged in fire. My father sold me to Dominic for a price that could never be repaid.
My soul for Alfred Glen’s success.
A cry fell from my lips as I slid my middle finger over my clit and through my slit. I was on edge. So close to orgasming. I jammed my knuckle between my teeth to keep from making a sound. I didn’t need Ian knowing what I was doing in here. He’d probably laugh himself silly at the idea I masturbated to him.
My eyes rolled up with a second stroke of my clit. Sparks of pleasure pinged through me as stars glittered before my eyes. It was so good. A whimper filled my throat as I shuddered and jerked. This was better than sex—no—nothing was better than sex, but this... Feeling... The tight coil of an impending climax... Of knowing who made this euphoric sensation cascading over my body... Fuck yes, this was better than sex.
The crash of the door slamming against the wall pulled a scream from me as my orgasm faded, leaving a painful, unfulfilled ache within me. “What the fu—”
The door to the shower swung open and there he stood, naked, hard, and covered with fur. I mentally shivered. This goat-man—this beast—was Ian. He towered over me. His long, thick erection jutted from a thatch of coarse hair at his groin, bobbing with each dribble of translucent fluid. Steam blew from his nose on each exhale. Two sets of horns protruded from his forehead and from behind his temples. His side-slanted goat's eyes were a piercing shade of white-blue. He stalked me on cloven feet until I was pressed to the cool tile of the shower.
My heart hammered. My mouth was dry. Arousal pooled low in my belly. Even with all the dark, coarse fur covering his body, I could see his tattoos. See the imperious smirk upon his angular mouth. I raised my hand, running it along his face, surprised by how soft he was. I should’ve run for my life.
I should’ve been scared.
Time slowed standing there with Ian, or the Bocánaigh in my shower. I knew what he wanted. The excitement ratcheted up by the second as we stood staring at each other. Slowly, I turned away from him and bent forward, exposing my pussy and ass to his gaze. A wild sound of arousal fell from him, adding to the thready need humming through my veins.
There was no foreplay. No sensual words shared between lovers. He rubbed his flared tip cock along my slit, then pushed forward, not stopping until he was fully seated within me. Tears sprang to my eyes. The stretch of my pussy was overwhelming, yet felt so good. It was better than I could ever imagine. What surprised me more was the fact he was already coming. Bent over me, his chest rubbing my back, he grunted and groaned, holding me still as he stroked himself in slow, deliberate thrusts.
“Do you like it?” he murmured across my ear, though his lips didn’t move. “The fact I can ejaculate on demand while fucking you? Nngh...”
The more he spilled within me, the more sensitive and warm my cunt became. With each thrust, a delirious euphoria snapped across my senses, leaving me a craven, wanton creature who couldn’t think. I sobbed, shaking in his grasp. “How is this possible?”
His rough chuckle sent mini-orgasmic sparks through my body. “Which part, little creature? The fact I’m fucking you and pumping you full of my cum, and you like it? Or the fact you can hear my voice?”
I shivered. My eyes fluttered shut. “Both.”
He groaned, pumping his hips faster, as though the idea of taking his time caused him pain. “Fuck...” His arm banded around my middle, holding me to him while keeping me upright. “One time will never be enough, Ms. Glen. Never.”
I cried out, pushing back against him, listening to the wet splat of his cum hitting the tile floor of the shower with each of his thrusts. Inside, I was a mess. It was glorious. I didn’t want him to stop. Erotic bliss cascaded through my pussy, causing a delicious quiver that caused me to squeeze around him. For a split second he shoved deep and held himself still.
His high whine and moans were almost as sexy as the feel of him fucking me. He throbbed over and over inside of me, filling me up to the point his release spilled from my passage and dripped down my inner thighs.
“I want to see your belly bulge with my cum. Feel you stretch as I pump load after load inside of you. I want to watch my seed flow freely from your cunt every time I fuck you.” He hummed, nuzzling the side of my neck. “I want you to present your pussy to me, all slathered up with my seed, whenever I want.” Ian flexed his hips, and another burst of his ejaculate filled me. “You’ll do it too, because you crave pleasing me. You can’t lie to me, Ms. Glen.”
My eyes rolled up as I shuddered in his arms. The knotted coil of my impending climax left me a greedy mess. I went to my tiptoes, wiggling against him, trying to get that flared tip of his to rub just the right spot inside of me to send me hurdling over the edge. Still, Ian kept himself stationary, except for the pulse at the base of his dick, feeding me more of his semen.
He demanded an answer.
One I’d yet to give him.
“Please...” I whimpered. Agony ripped through me as my orgasm built. Every inch of me tingled with awareness. “Yes... Oh fuck, yes. Please, Ian. Don’t make me beg you.” I gasped, clenching around him, harder this time, my body silently imploring him to help me.
“Give it to me.” He groaned, running his claw tipped finger over my clit. “Bathe my dick in your come.” Pleasure arced across the hard nub and fire bloomed within my chest as I screamed. My climax ripped me apart, shredding me from the inside out. Ian was right there, grunting through the last vestiges of his release while cradling me to his body.
My heart thundered in my chest. My vision blurred. I was weak and sated, used beyond rational thought. Still, he didn’t pull out.
In my muddled state, he carried me to my bed, maneuvering us in such a way, he remained buried within me. Had I had my wits about me, I would’ve chided him and made him pull out. However, laying there, the feel of his body behind mine, surrounding me... I couldn’t force the words past my lips.
Ian lowered his hand between my thighs, cupping us where we were joined. He swirled his fingertips in our combined releases while teasing both of us. A content sound rumbled in his chest. This enormous beast of a man... What was I going to do with him? Was I supposed to do anything?
Did I want to?
I couldn’t answer that question.
“Your clit is still hard,” he murmured. “Do you need to come again, little creature?”
I arched to him when he added pressure to the bundle of nerves. “Ian.” Wrapping my palm around his wrist, I wasn’t sure if I should pull his hand away or pull him closer to me. He groaned behind me, flexing his hips. “It’s too much.” I’d been telling the truth. My brain was zapping out. My cunt was hungry for more, even though I knew I’d be sore later.
“Never enough,” he groaned. “I could fuck you all night.”
“How... How is that possible?”
He chuckled. The sound vibrated through me. “Should I fuck you again?” His thrusts were lazy, only meant to tantalize and tease me.
“Ian...” I whined. “You’re insatiable.” Or maybe I was. I couldn’t think.
He rolled us so he hooked my legs around his hips. He spread me wide, fucking me in hard demanding strokes. Ian spread my pussy open before placing the pad of his thumb on my clit. Slowly, his form morphed back to the man. He leaned over me, his face hovering over mine. That cruel smirk of his pulled at his mouth as he strained, rolling his hips.
“You will give me this,” he hissed. “Say it.”
“Yours...” Writhing below him, I was trapped in the most delicious ways. “I give you my body.”
His mouth crushed mine with a brutal kiss as his pace increased. His tongue lashed against mine in a way that was more a show of dominance than it was in passion. Teeth clattered and lips brushed. The way he fucked was the way he kissed. Unhinged. Unkind. Punishing. Ruthless. I scraped my nails along his skin and watched the welts rise on his tattooed flesh, reveling in the way he groaned, shoving deep.
We were the same, Ian and me.
“You’ll never accept another cock in your pussy, Ms. Glen. If you try to, I will kill him. Chop his head off. Then fuck you while his cooling body watches.” The manic edge to his words turned me on. How could something so vile make my used pussy tingle with awareness and clench in pleasure? “My cum is all you’ll ever need. Say it.”
“Your cum!” I cried, clinging to him as the prickle of bliss spread through my limbs and settled behind my clit. “All I need.”
“Yes, it is. Nnngh...” He pressed his face to my neck. His speed picked up. The tip of his cock banged against the sensitive spot within me, pushing me closer and closer to my release.
Hammering on the door, pulled a growl from Ian. His head snapped up, but his hips never faltered. He stared down at me as the knock came again, this time more insistently. Answer them. His lips moved, but no sound came out.
I opened my mouth to protest, but he hit right where I needed him to, and I was falling. Tension snapped in my body. I trembled and shook in his arms as I came hard. He stilled within me, waiting me out as the knock became a shake of the locked knob. “Y-yes?”
“Open the door!” the man said, slamming his palm against the wooden entry.
“Uh... Just a second.”
Ian thrust twice more before letting out a low groan. The heat of his release filled me, ripping a gasp from me. Then, even as he continued to pulse, he pulled from me and went for the bathroom, leaving me to deal with the intruder.
Asshole.
Covered in cum, I laid there for another second trying to gather myself. My clothes were in the bathroom. My robe was the only other garment I had available. Even as I moved to the end of the bed, I could feel the dribble of our combined climaxes coating my thighs and dripping down my legs. There was no way to hide what we’d been doing, and I supposed that was Ian’s point.
Fucking asshole.
I did the best I could, clenching my thighs together as I tied the sash of my robe, grateful my hair was wet from a shower, though mussed up from being fucked thoroughly by Ian. Disgruntled, I opened the door, a sneer on my lips as I saw one of Dominic’s men standing there and not the demon himself. There was a tray in his hands. Dinner for me. He shoved it at me, and a fresh wash of cum ran down my legs.
“Don’t lock the fucking door,” he snapped. “Next time I’ll—”
“What?” Ian was behind me, dressed and looking less harried than I was. “You’ll do what?”
The man narrowed his eyes, then stomped off, leaving me holding the tray. “Asshole. How is it you don’t even look like we’ve had sex?” I said, nudging the door closed behind me.
“Trust me, I’m feeling it,” Ian muttered before taking a seat on his makeshift throne.
“Sure, you are.” I huffed out a breath, sitting on the bed.
“Spread your legs,” he muttered. “I enjoy seeing you exposed.”
“Excuse me?” I cocked a brow.
“Don’t make me repeat myself, Ms. Glen. Spread your legs. I want to see my pussy filled with my cum.” He narrowed his eyes, waiting to see if I’d challenge his authority. Ha-ha, he didn’t know who he was dealing with.
“I think not.”
He growled. “Ms. Glen.”
“Mr. Baine.” I didn’t know why I pushed him. Sex didn’t make a friendship. Less so a relationship.
“Spread your legs.”
“Show me your cock.” I crossed my arms, lifting my chin. “If I have to sit here with my vagina on display, your cock should hang out of your pants for me to look at.” I held up a finger, keeping him from saying anything. “Not in this form, though. I want to see you as the Bocánaigh.”
Surprise lit his gaze. Standing, he chuckled as he yanked on his tie. “You are a delightful little creature. As you wish, Ms. Glen.”
Well. Damn.
Checkmate.




CHAPTER FOUR

IAN
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Our time together was winding down. Every day Roslin stayed at the penthouse, was one less she’d have in the mortal realm. Dominic wouldn’t wait much longer for Alfred to get on board with the program. As it stood, Alfred owed Dominic ten million dollars. It became quite obvious after six weeks of Roslin being kept at the penthouse, the old bastard didn’t intend to pay Dominic back.  
The outcome of the situation was already set in stone. Demon contracts were—are—ironclad. If Dominic wanted the money paid in full while holding onto Roslin, then Alfred knew that. If Dominic wanted Alfred’s daughter as collateral in lieu of payment should something go wrong, he’d have written the clause into the contract with his blood, not that of the contract holder, i.e., Alfred. I couldn’t fathom why there’d been such a battle of wills between both men. A demon contract was unbreakable. If Alfred thought as long as Roslin was with Dominic, he’d never have to pay off his debts. Well, he was in for a rude awakening.
As it was, Dominic was making his move.
If only I could get my hands on the contract. Then I could figure out a way to release Roslin from its bindings and set her free. Yes, the thought of her being beholden to Dominic for eternity fisted my heart. Her fiery temper and lashing tongue enthralled me and were meant for only my consumption. Visions of her eviscerating Dominic’s lowly demons with only her caustic words kept my dick hard and aching for her. She had a warrior's passion wrapped in a temptress's body.
The whisper of an idea floated through my mind—buy her contract. That would never work. Although I had more money than I needed in life, this, with Dominic and Alfred, was about power and domination. This business was about force of wills. Who’d break first. My fear was they’d break my sweet Roslin before either of them bent. If that should happen, I’d raze the Earth. I’d wipe Dominic and Alfred from the mortal plain. I’d send that demon back to his brimstone and sulfur hole, never to return.
“Hey!” Roslin yelled, drawing me from my contemplation. “Let me go!”
The crack of flesh hitting flesh sent a rush of fury through me. She’d only been out of my sights for a minute. Long enough to retrieve a book from the library where she’d spent her days while Dominic was away. I should have known better to let her go on her own. 
“You shouldn’t have hit her,” another said. “Now you’ll have the goat on your ass.”
The first laughed. I wished I’d learned their names. I’d take great satisfaction out of gutting and stripping him of his flesh before killing him. “He can’t help her. Dominic might have made Ian her babysitter, but we’re in charge here, and Dominic wants her brought to him.”
“You’re playing with fire,” the second one murmured. 
“I was born of flame and rock.” His confidence would be his undoing.
Quietly, I strode down the hall, stalking my prey. I’d become lackadaisical over the last few weeks, indulging all of Roslin’s whims. That stopped now. “I’d advise you to stop where you are and put her down.”
The first of the two men chortled. The smarmy, authoritative look in his black as coal eyes didn’t bode well for the situation. He truly believed he had the upper hand. What did he know that I didn’t? “If you don’t let us leave, she will die. I have been given the authority to cut her throat and watch her bleed.”
Rage burned a hole in my gut. My hands fisted at my sides. The demon wasn’t bluffing. Behind him, in the formal area of the penthouse, the second lesser demon licked his bottom lip, trembling in fear. Good, he should be afraid. “Look, it doesn’t have to go this way. It’s not like she was going to stay here forever. Your job is done, Ian. Go home.”
“Mighty words for a feeble demon.” My gaze snapped to the first, who stepped on the elevator. “I wouldn’t if I were you. You will end up regretting following orders.”
The second demon charged me while the doors to the lift slid closed. Big mistake. In two steps, I snapped the second lessor demon’s neck with a roar of rage, ripping his head from his puny body. The shocked expression on his face didn’t change as his head plopped wetly on the floor before it rolled across to the floor, coming to a stop near the fireplace. With a nudge of my foot, his head was engulfed in flames. I hoped, in some small way, he felt the agony of burning for eternity.
His body shriveled, popping and crackling like pork crackling before disintegrating. The only remnants of his body were a small pile of ash that would eventually be swept up.
With a derisive snort, I exited the apartment, taking the stairs down to the street. Roslin’s fate was slipping through my fingers. Her disappearing now would spell certain doom for both of us. In such a short time, she’d entwined her soul with mine, binding us together. She was mine. Dominic would pay. Slamming open the exit, the glass door shattered with the sheer force I used to leave the building. I skidded to a halt as a blacked out sedan sped off toward the warehouse district and the port. 
My heart lodged in my throat. 
My gut twisted.
I had to get there before Dominic was gone forever, taking my little creature. Knowing the rat bastard as well as I did, he’d sail off to his island hideaway then return to his corner of the demon realm where I’d be unceremoniously banished from, because I couldn’t follow the rules. If that happened, Roslin would be lost forever. A slave to Dominic for all eternity.
I couldn’t allow that to come to pass.
I hurried to a waiting car sitting in front of the building and yanked the driver out of the way. Any man who worked for Dominic was the enemy, and I didn’t have time to ask permission. I jumped into the driver's seat and shut the door. Thankfully, the vehicle was running. I put the car into gear and stomped on the accelerator, peeling out as I sped away from the curb. Horns honked and tires squealed. Humans screamed at me, but I didn’t care. I had to hurry. Faster. I increased my speed, using alleyways and side streets to get to the docks quicker. 
Memories flooded my mind as I weaved in and out of traffic like a demon possessed. The sounds Roslin made when she climaxed in my arms. The way she laughed at things I said. The haughty look on her face when she dealt with the lesser demons. The way her voice settled on that authoritative tone of hers, sending a shiver of delight down my spine. Eagerness and desperation warred within me. 
I couldn’t lose her. 
She was mine.
Roslin had always been mine.
The car fishtailed as I turned the corner, entering the warehouse district a little too fast. Tall brick buildings loomed over the small delivery lanes. Chain-link fences and gates bisected the area, corralling drivers onto certain paths, directing them toward the water. In the distance, the foghorns of tug boats announced their arrival and departure for the cargo ships lining the port. Since the sun had been setting when I left the penthouse, darkness settled over the area. Only the spotlights on the port cranes and those illuminating the receiving docks brightened the small areas. The rest of the warehouses were thrown into darkness. No matter. I could see within the pitch black. The nothing. The void. I was born within the subterranean. I crawled among the brimstone and sulfur. 
I was not scared.
Evil never faltered.
Turning off the headlights of the vehicle, I crept toward Dominic’s building. Two cars were outside. One I recognized as Dominic’s, the other as that of the demon who took my Roslin. My palms itched to teach him a lesson. Tension radiated from my chest and into my shoulders. This would be the last time Dominic saw the night, or the day. I promised myself I would paint his world in blood, and I meant every oath I made.
I parked within the shadows, so as not to alert any of them of my arrival. The Bocánaigh pushed forward. I sank into the sensation of rending skin and bone, allowing the violent fury to consume me as he pushed through. He was vicious. Exacting. He was the deepest, darkest, most dangerous part of my soul. Letting him free meant certain death for anyone who dared to step into his path. I reveled in him. Worshipped him at the demonic altar of my mind. Together, we were more than deadly.
We were damnation. 
We were hellfire and brimstone.
The fiery pits of hell. 
We were the evil that hunted in the night.
We were the creature that lurked in the shadows.
My steps were measured as I came upon the building, knowing full well Dominic wouldn’t keep himself exposed. There at the door were two men, both of whom had semi-automatic weapons. Non-lethal to demonic beings such as myself, yet painful, nonetheless. The creeping sensation of being watched slithered across the back of my neck. I glanced over my shoulder. My gaze lifted. There at the tops of the catty-corner buildings, snipers. Very clever, Dominic. The minute I stepped from the shadows, they would engage. I had to use the shade to my advantage. Wrapping the surrounding darkness around me, I used its tendrilled wispy ends as whips, snatching at the weapons of those who were closest to me. Their startled expressions and shaken visages allowed me to penetrate the area, taking them out with silent efficiency. 
Power and the scent of fresh kill suffused my body. The wild dopamine high licked at my brain, causing a cascade of pleasure and triumph to flow through me. It was the thrill of death. The smell of fresh blood as it pooled around the bodies of the dead. The need to fuck and rut to maintain my dominance over this domain. My dick was hard, sticking straight up against my belly and leaking precum. It was all for Roslin. 
Every ounce.
The hair on the back of my neck rose a second time, moments before a bullet whizzed by my ear and crashed into the brick close to where I stood, throwing clay dust into the air. Turning, I reached out with the shades, curling each frond around the neck of the man—Demon—who’d dared to shoot his rifle at me. Adrenaline coursed through my veins. I got off on the kill, and this situation was no different. At the crack of his neck, a groan of pleasure slipped from my lips. 
Between fucking and killing, I didn’t know which was better.
With a gracefulness, I didn’t know I could exude; I slipped the door open and eased into the warehouse, hopeful I’d surprise all who waited. The cat walk extended around the top of the building. From where I stood, I could see three guards, including the asshole who touched my Roslin. The smell of fresh blood and salty tears assailed me, hitting me square in the chest. Stacks of palleted boxes and a sundry of other parcels surrounded the area, blocking my view of her. All the lights were out, except for one, in the middle of the building. That was where I needed to be, but I had to be smart. I couldn’t alert anyone to my position. 
Not now. 
Not when I was so close to my Roslin.
“You’ve brought me here,” a man said. “Now, what do you want?”
“Did you read the fine print of our contract, Mr. Glen?” The superior tone of Dominic’s voice had me stopping mid-stride. 
“Why would I? Not like any court would uphold a demon’s contract,” Mr. Glen said with a laugh. “You have about as much standing in this city as a common criminal does. Maybe less than.”
“You should have read the contract,” Dominic replied, and I agreed.
“You’re wasting my time. Roslin is payment in full.” The disdain in Alfred’s voice set a violent chill across my skin. I’d kill him, too. Slowly. I’d start with removing his skin, one strip at a time. Then I’d disembowel him, a length of his intestine at a time, until his screams became the music of his death. Manic glee replaced the worry I had for Roslin. I’d save her. No matter what.
“I have the right to both,” Dominic said. “The money and the girl.”
I crept through the stacks of inventory, inching closer to my targets. As I came around the three pallets, I could see them. Alfred Glen stood facing Dominic, his arms behind his back in a relaxed pose. His expression was closed off. Two of his goons were positioned behind him. Dominic’s charcoal figure, marbled with fire and lava, dominated the space. He was bigger than me by several inches. His darkened muscular skin oozed a tar-like substance that smelled of putrid rot to any other demon who might draw near. His horns were alabaster and sleek, protruding from his forehead, curving back toward his spine. His eyes were two red ember dots fixed on the human standing before him. He was also naked. His flaccid, uncut dick hanged limply and to the right.
“As I said,” Mr. Glen muttered. “I have given you all I will ever give you, Dominic. Perhaps it is time to realize your rats are fleeing a sinking ship.”
All I needed was a distraction. 
Then I could make my move.




CHAPTER FIVE

ROSLIN
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My head ached. My vision was blurry. Every time I tried to move, my world spun on its axis and the sickness overwhelmed me. The last thing I remembered was going to the library to get a new book, something Ian and I negotiated the first week of my internment. I’d only meant to be gone a minute, tops. 
For the last few weeks, the carnal attraction between Ian and me had grown wild and unbridled. The way he pushed all of my perverted buttons left me feeling like a craven hussy. I fucking loved it. I wanted more. The last thought I’d had before the darkness swamped my cognitive mind was going back to my room to disrobe and spread my legs for him. A mental shiver of excitement pinged within me. The game of cat and mouse we played culminated with my arousal and satiation. Contradictory terms for sure, but the way he climbed between my thighs and feasted on my pussy while encouraging me to continue to read...
I mentally shivered, then instantly regretted it.
Now, I wondered if I’d ever see him again.
Unfortunately, I should have realized from the beginning Dominic would do this. I should have been on guard more often than not. Dominic was a greedy son of a bitch. I understood, too late. He’d only kept me alive for one purpose: to get every drop out of my father. Whether he exacted his contract in monetary payment or by my death, he would get my father to bend and become subservient to the evil demon. I also knew my father’s ego wouldn’t allow him to believe he’d ever be beaten by a demon. I had to think it was why he agreed to the contract to begin with.
No lesser being would ever tell Alfred Glen what to do.
My father’s highborn voice cut through the silence, drawing me from the void of nothingness. My ears rang and my stomach churned. Whatever that asshole injected me with left me nauseous and unsteady. I couldn’t stay like this. If I did, I couldn’t defend myself. A moan slipped from between my lips as the hollow din of white noise swamped me, causing the jack hammering in my skull to work overtime.
I was going to be sick. There was no way to stop it.
The burn of bile at the back of my throat had me swallowing reflexively before saliva pooled in my mouth and I vomited. My stomach churned and roiled as I heaved for a second time, emptying the remaining contents.
“What have you done to her?” The reedy quality of my father’s voice did nothing to calm me.
I puked again. This time, only bile spilled forth. I shuddered at the rancid scent, gagging as I crawled away from the area where I’d thrown up.
“It’s the drugs,” Dominic said so calmly, as if he were talking about the weather or a sports game he loved to bet on. “She’ll be fine.”
I didn’t feel fine. Though the spinning stopped, my stomach felt hollow and still churned in upset. The headache intensified, as did the burn in my eyes every time I opened them. Ugh... I wanted to go home and sleep for a hundred years, and never see any of their faces ever again.
Except for Ian.
Him...
He made my heart flutter and my stomach nervous. He made me wish for things I shouldn’t want from a demon. Ian accepted the darkness within me and allowed me to explore my sexuality and encouraged me to be mean and vicious. He fucked me, hard, when I was angry, using the emotion to feed the orgasmic rush that inevitably flowed from me.
Ian was dirty.
Gave voice to my filthiest fantasies.
Pumped me full of his cum every time we fucked, and I wanted to feel the sensation again and again.
“Poor little Roslin,” Dominic muttered. The cruel edge to his voice knotted my empty belly. “Nobody wants you, except for me.”
His tar-like fingers extended toward me. I’d never seen anything like him before. He was a liquid form and solid state at the same time. The red flame flowed through his blackened body like a river of fire? Or could it be lava? Did it matter? No. My brain was focusing on all the wrong things because my head hurt, and I still couldn’t think properly because of the fog of the drugs they’d given me.
“Not true.” I inched away from Dominic’s extended hand, knowing for sure it would hurt if he touched me in his demonic state.
“Isn’t it, though?” He chuckled. “Your father won’t pay your ransom, and the demon you fuck daily in my apartment is nowhere to be found.”
Ian would come for me. I had to trust him.
“We’re done here,” my father said with an imperialist inflection to his words. “You have Roslin. She is of no consequence to me.”
I wasn’t surprised by his words, though they cut just as harshly. My father was never a kind man. Yes, he had his moments when I was younger. His ruthlessness was worn as a badge of honor. Nothing, even blood, was precious to him. “You should have never made this deal.” I looked up at Dominic. “You are the loser in this. Not him. He has your money and the fame that came from taking it. You have nothing he cares for.”
Dominic stared at me. His eyes narrowed. Rage burned in his flame-colored gaze before turning completely black. He snatched me up from the cold, hard floor, dangling me by the neck. The heat of his palm seared my neck. A scream of pain lodged in my throat. I went limp in his hold, refusing to fight him even as my skin burned and the smell gagged me. Dominic didn’t deserve that thrill or knowledge.
“I will kill her,” Dominic snarled, shaking me, causing the spinning of my world to intensify.
“Then snap her neck.” The unbothered tone of my father’s voice didn’t surprise me. “Fuck her. Impregnate her. Do what you please.”
Dominic had to come to his conclusions he lost naturally. If he thought he’d beat my father, then he hadn’t been playing the same game as my father. Alfred Glen set the pieces upon the chess board, and he’d been manipulating the game the whole time. It was quite obvious. Dominic had to see his queen was down and his king was surrounded.
Check. Mate.
A violent roar echoed off the walls, followed by the wails of the dead and the wet splat of fluids hitting the ground. Dominic dropped me, and I crash to the floor in a heap, my head bouncing off of the concrete floor once more, intensifying the dizziness swamping me. His rage-filled howl matched that of the only other person I knew was stupid enough and dangerous enough to step foot into the building—Ian.
My beast would save me.
Or die violently.
I couldn’t say for sure.




CHAPTER SIX

IAN
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Having to listen to Dominic and Alfred banter on, treating my Roslin as a piece of meat and not worthy of life, boiled my blood. 
As fury lashed at my insides, demanding I pounce on both man and demon, I had to stay put. If I charged out into the middle of the scene playing out before me, I’d lose any advantage I had. Instead, I went hunting. I stalked my prey. I stuck to the shadows once more, using the tall pallets as my cover as I waited for the opportunity to make my first kill.
Anticipation coiled in my gut.
Every word they spoke dripped with a disdain for my little creature. I’d take it out of their hide, I promised myself. A giddy glee washed over me in waves. Alfred stepped away first, his men taking up positions in front of him and behind him. Once they crossed into the darkness, they were mine.
I readied myself for the attack. I had to make quick work of both guards to gain the upper hand. Once they were dealt with, I would send Alfred to my realm and have him chained and readied for me. If he spent a millennium there, waiting, so be it. His life was forfeited the moment he signed his daughter over to Dominic to do as he pleased with her.
Their verbal barbs were grating on my nerves. Both men were having, as Roslin would say, a dick measuring contest. Neither of them would win, but both believed they were superior. Neither were, of course.
“Then snap her neck. Fuck her. Impregnate her. Do what you please.” Oh yes, Alfred would beg me for a swift death once I tortured him. I’d make him pay.
As the first guard stepped into view, I lunged, using the shadows to cover my presence until it was too late. The wet squelch and snap of his arms being ripped from his torso was music to my ears. His screams of terror and pain were a sweet melody I’d play on repeat in my mind. The startled, horrified expression on his face as the holes where his shoulders and arms were once connected to his body, pulsing with his heart, spraying arterial blood across the floor, boxes, and my feet, was a pure shot of arousal and disdain. The empty stare of knowing death was looming over him, the black angel’s wings spread wide in welcoming, sent a shiver of glee rushing through my veins. Where he was going, there would be no paradise. No fun. No love or light.
I took a perverse pleasure in that.
The second guard pushed Alfred behind him, but not before I could snap my fingers and transport poor Alfred to my cells. Oh, I would enjoy him to the fullest. The second guard raised his weapon, preparing to fire, but the speed of a demon was no match for him. I ripped his heart out, the warmth of his blood flowed over my hand as I kept it in his chest cavity, enjoying the mix of emotions and realizations floating across his face seconds before blood poured from his mouth and the light in his eyes dimmed to nothing.
A giant vacant void.
I crushed the organ in my hand, then set the body aflame.
The mortal curiosity of serial killers and sexuality always delighted me. This... This thrill was the reason my kind could kill and fuck at the same time. Why we’d lodge our dicks into our victims and as we filled them with our releases, we would kill them, slowly, to enjoy the way the body tensed seconds before death overtook them. I shivered in anticipation. Though I’d never stick my dick anywhere close to Dominic, I would fuck my little creature and prove my worth to her forever.
That was my pledge.
My oath to her.
I stepped around the large crates and into the spotlight. Dominic had Roslin by the throat, using her as a shield. The scent of her fear and her burned flesh set my beast into a vengeful rage. “You can let her go, and earn a swift death. Or you can continue to use her as a shield, and I will kill you in the most depraved and agonizingly slow ways. I will make sure it is Roslin’s eyes you see as death comes for your flayed body, Dominic.”
He chuckled. The superior look in his eyes denoted the idea he still had the upper hand in this situation. I could confirm he didn’t. All of his guards outside were dead by my hands, as were Alfred’s goons. “A demon may not interfere with the proceedings of a contract, or have you forgotten our laws, Ian?”
“I haven’t forgotten.” Roslin stared at me with wide, fearful, pleading eyes. An expression she rarely used around me, unless we were fucking, and, at that, there was never any fear, only pleasure. “You try to leave with her, however, and you will die. You are alone here.”
If the realization Dominic had been alone affected him, he didn’t show it. Instead, he laughed again, easing backwards, trying to use the shadows to hide. I could have drawn this out. I could have fought him until both of us were bleeding and near death, but I worried more about my little creature. Her terror permeated the area with a foul stench I was sure would take years to clear from my senses. Never again would I allow anyone, human or demon, to scare her or harm her.
The only marks that would be left on her body would be mine.
“I warned you.”
Slipping into the darkness, I used the demonic speed we’d all been born with to come up behind Dominic. His cocky attitude and narcissistic ways were his downfall. He thought himself better than anyone else, demon or human. He never once believed he could ever be bested. In fact, he believed, arrogantly so, that I was actually working for him.
Without a word, I wrapped my claw-tipped hands on either side of his head and pulled. The force in which it took to remove a head from a body was more torque than force. Angle the head just right and it pops off just like exploding a grape. Only messier. The wet snap, then suctioned plop—ugh, so good—of Dominic’s head being divested of his shoulders and spine sent a shiver down my spine. Exposed vertebra and flesh withered as his body slowly crumbled, releasing my little creature as Dominic’s body fell to the floor.
I caught Roslin, just barely, reveling too much in my victory than I should have. The haze of lust and need to rut overcame me as I shielded her from the mess I’d made. With a snap of my fingers, Dominic’s body was set aflame. I’d do the same to Alfred’s men.
“You came,” she mumbled against my chest. “Took you long enough.”
A roughened chuckle burst from my chest. “Traffic.”
She laughed a little too before breaking down into gut-wrenching sobs. Even though my hands were covered in the blood of our enemies, I lifted her into my arms and carried her out to the waiting vehicle I’d purloined. “I want to go home, Ian.”
“Where would that be, little creature?” I arched my brow.
“Wherever you want that to be for us,” she said, placing her palm on my angular cheek.
“Then home it is.” I placed her in the passenger seat. “Give me one second.” Leaving the bodies behind was sloppy. Burning down Dominic’s stronghold within the city would allow for change to happen and clean up the beautiful crimson mess I’d made. With a final snap of my fingers, each of the bodies were set on fire, then so were each of Dominic’s warehouses within the district. Let the humans fight over his territory now.
I didn’t care.
The only person on my mind was Roslin.
She was all that mattered.




CHAPTER SEVEN

ROSLIN
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I woke to Ian carrying me into a home I’d never seen before. The lights were dim, and the furnishings were warm and inviting. He bypassed the living room, kitchen, and bathroom before stopping at the entry of a lavishly rich bedroom. The large, imposing black and leather bed took up the side wall with a black leathery canopy and silken sheets. Antique, hardwood furniture placed strategically around the room pulled the eye back to the bed. 
I knew he’d done that on purpose.
“Shower first.”
Ian carried me into the master bathroom, just as regal as the bedroom. The giant glass shower was done in black and gray marble. A long bench took up the back of the stall while a control panel, regulating the temperature and strength of the spray, was mounted on the wall. To the right was a rather large sunken tub with whirlpool jets, along with all the bells and whistles. To be honest, the one room was bigger than the bedroom Dominic had kept me locked in.
“I might spend more time than not in here,” I teased, as Ian pulled the sullied clothes from my body. I don’t know what he did to me or how he healed me, so I didn’t feel drunk and seasick. The respite had been refreshing. Yet, the nagging edge of a headache still occasionally pounded at the side of my head.
“Then I shall join you while you’re here.” He leaned in and kissed me, not caring that I’d puked all over the warehouse floor only hours before. “By the way, where are we?”
“Killahara Castle,” he replied, his voice taking on that soft rumble that always seemed to vibrate through me. “Our home.”
“Show me around later?” I tucked my bottom lip between my teeth while batting my eyes.
“Of course, little creature,” he answered. “For now, a bath.”
He programmed the shower, then carried me into the stall. The warmth of the water sluiced the dirt and blood from my body. The tension left me sagging, yet aroused. The power radiating off of Ian when he first gathered me in his arms set me on edge, cooled some as I floated in and out of consciousness on our way here.
Until now.
The tension pouring off of him as he washed my hair left me weak-kneed and horny. Thankfully, I wasn’t the only one in a state of excitement. Ian had controlled himself. His hard dick throbbed and spilled precum the whole time, and still he didn’t take advantage of the situation.
A true gentleman demon.
“You’re staring at my cock,” he muttered, blowing out of a huff of breath that steamed the glass.
“I am,” I said, licking my lips.
He gently rinsed the shampoo from my hair, then grabbed the bottle of body wash that smelled of cedar and spice, reminding me of him. “Do you want to suck my dick, little creature? Feel what it is like to spill my load down your throat?”
I whimpered.
“All in good time. First, we must wash up.” He took his time stroking the soap into my skin, paying special attention to my breasts, nipples, and pussy. He even teased my ass with his middle finger, rubbing my asshole temptingly. “Soon, I will breach your ass.”
I swallowed hard, aroused to the point of pain. My heart fluttered. My head was fuzzy and this time not because of the drug or hitting my head on concrete. I wanted to climb Ian like a damn tree, while he’d been content to thoroughly cleanse me.
When he was finished, he rinsed me off, then placed me on the bench and told me not to move. Though I was far away from the warmth of the water, I didn’t feel a chill. The floor was warm, as was where I sat. I could get used to this. Glancing up at Ian, a shiver ran down my spine. He stood under the water, back to the wall, facing me. His palm was wrapped around his thick length, and he pumped slowly, jerking himself as the blood and gore from his kills washed down the drain. I bit the inside of my cheek to stifle the whimper building in my chest.
“Come get me, little creature. Kneel before your master.”
Oh fuck.
Switch flipped.
I couldn’t scramble to him quick enough. The marble floor was warm beneath my knees as I stared up at him. He squeezed the tip of his cock, allowing the precum to dribble across my lips. I lapped it up like an over eager hussy, needing her next fix. A soft moan fell from me as my eyes fluttered shut. His cum was potent. I knew this. The minute he pumped his release into me, I’d needed more.
“Open your mouth for me,” he murmured, encouraging me. “Take me to the back of your throat.”
I complied, sticking my tongue out as he slid his tip across my tongue, coating it with his essence before pushing deeper. His wild grunt made my clit throb and my pussy ached. I could feel how wet I was, and we hadn’t really started yet. His thrusts were measured, deep enough to know he was in control, but not enough to hurt me. Placing my hands to his furred thighs, I groaned and swallowed around him, enjoying the hitch in his breath.
“Fuck, little creature. Do you feel it? The spill of my cum...” He snarled and snorted, stomping his cloven hoof, as if losing control. “I could use that pretty mouth of yours all day.”
Instead of continuing though, he pulled out and lifted me to my feet. In the next second, Ian had me pinned. The coolness of the tiled wall caused my nipples to pearl into hard beads. I cried out, hissing at the chilly bite of pleasure. “Ian...”
“Right here,” he murmured, entering me on a single thrust. “Fuck! I’m right here.”
Yes. He was. He throbbed within me, pouring his cum into my pussy with each shift of his hips. It was orgasmic. Exciting. I pushed back onto him, not allowing him to pull out very far. The beastly sounds he made as he grew more aroused added to the bliss pooling low in my gut. I tingled from head to toe. “Give it all to me.”
“Always for you.” He groaned, nuzzling the side of my neck as his pace faltered. The beast didn’t want to take his time.
Ian mounted me then, taking me to the floor of the shower in a muttered curse. His hot breath and the stomp of his cloven hooves turned me on. I liked this part of Ian as much as I enjoyed the refined Ian. He squatted over me, fucking me in long, hard strokes, hitting all the delicious places within me. My body tensed, my pussy spasmed. A cry of relief escaped me as I pulsed and milked his cock, accepting more of his spunk. He groaned my name over and over until he shoved deep one last time, climaxing with me.
I don’t know how long we sat in the shower, Ian buried deep within me, the faint pulses of his release still filling me, but I was content to be held in his arms. “Better now?” I nuzzled his cheek, loving the softness of his fur.
“Yes, but I still need you,” he whispered, almost embarrassed by his admission.
“Well, we have all the time in the world,” I replied.
He chuckled softly, giving a silly goat-like grin. “Indeed, we do, little creature.”
And, when he finally carried me to bed, as the human form of Ian, the man I’d gotten to know those several weeks held in captivity, he made love to me, telling me without words how much I meant to him. I hoped I too conveyed the same.
As I glanced out the window, the moon was high in the sky, bathing his room in its silvery light. I knew I’d found my way home.
To Ian.
My beast.




EPILOGUE

IAN

[image: image-placeholder]

Ten years later...

I strode through the many hallways of my version of hell and stopped before his cell. I’d been planning this moment every day for the last ten years, taking my time to find the right punishment. Come up with inventive ways to kill Alfred Glen. As far as I was concerned, he didn’t deserve another day of life. But I had an update for him. Pictures I didn’t think he deserved. But my soft little creature wanted him to see the life she made without her father. 
To show she’d been the true winner.
I indulged her too much sometimes.
Nodding to the guards by the cell, I relieved them of their duties and unlocked the door. There Alfred Glen hanged from a set of maulers. His torso was naked and bloody. Two stripes of skin were taken from his back, never to heal for as long as he stayed in my domain. I’d done that the second day Roslin was in my castle. I couldn’t allow his mistreatment of her to go unpunished, even if I had dreams of keeping him locked away forever.
“Good, you’re awake,” I said, stepping toward him. His eyes were wide, the front of his pants were wet from pissing himself. For the first time in his life, I assumed, someone scared the little prick.
Emphasis on the little.
“W-What do you want from me today, demon?” Though he was weakened, he still held that note of stubbornness. He could cling to it all he wanted, whatever kept him alive for me.
“Want? Just your blood for the rest of your life, which will be determined by me. However, I’ve come here on behalf of my bride and mate, your daughter.” A satisfied smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth when he blanched.
“She is no daughter of mine,” Alfred said, turning his head.
“Oh, but you’ll want to see this.” I held up the sonogram taken today by the human doctor in town. “That’s my wee baby, and this is my other wee baby. Twins.”
“Abominations,” Alfred snapped.
“The only abomination I see here is you,” I replied. “Our children are beautiful. Special and loved. Something you never gave your daughter.”
We have three now as it is. The wee mites have taken over my quiet home and made it full of happiness and love. I stepped closer to Alfred and whispered, “And I enjoy fucking your daughter like this—Pregnant and filled with my demon spawn.”
His eyes went round as a scream lodged in his throat and another stripe of his flesh came clean from his back. I shivered, enjoying the smell of fresh blood, pain, and fear. I reveled in the way he pissed himself again before passing out. This was my punishment for the man who tried to sell his daughter to a demon. I would come back here every ten years and peel another stripe from him.
But... In the meantime.
I angled myself out the door of the cell and called to one of my cherished minions while removing another piece of Alfred’s skin. “Horace?”
He appeared before me, eager to please. “Yes, master?” His ebon eyes darkened to coal as surprise and excitement filled those orbs.
“Do with him as you please. Use him as you see fit, but leave his skin intact for when I return.” I patted Horace on the shoulder as I stepped out of the cell.
“Many congratulations, sir. It is nice to have the chatter of little ones in this home.” Horace grinned, showing off the perfect rows of his spiked teeth as he closed the door behind him. “I know you and Roslin are proud and excited about the new arrivals.”
“We are,” I said with a brief grin. “She is hoping for a girl this time.”
“A girl. Indeed,” Horace replied a little wistfully. “A girl would be delightful.”
As I took my leave of the dank dungeon and made my way back to Roslin, happiness fisted within my chest. I didn’t deserve such an emotion, but with the love of my Roslin, I was learning differently. Now, to find my wife. The thrill of torturing someone so ruthless as her father made me horny and needing to rut.
Plus, there was always practicing for the next babe she’d carry.
THE END
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Four years ago, Lucas Browning left me standing alone on my front porch in a stolen prom dress with a broken heart. 
Prom wasn’t the only thing I missed that night, and he wasn’t the only thing I lost.
It took me years to get over the pain, and now that I have, I know one thing for sure—I never want to see his handsome face again.
But then, he comes back just as abruptly as he left. 
I don’t want to see him, but I know he holds the answer to the question that’s kept me up more nights than I’m proud to admit. 
And I have something to tell him, too.
I can’t resist the opportunity to get answers from the man who left me heartbroken all those years ago.
And, apparently, I can’t refuse him access to my body… or my heart.





PROLOGUE

BRINLEY
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My sister pounds on the bathroom door as I hug the toilet bowl, trying like hell to keep from getting my dress nasty as I retch into the toilet. 
“Brinley, what the hell? Let me in. Are you okay?”
I hear her worried voice on the other side of the door, but I can’t deal with that right now. Trembling in the aftermath of getting sick, I sink back into the fluffy tulle puff of my prom dress and reach for a hand towel to wipe my mouth with.
It’s just a bug.
Just a bug that won’t go away, that has made me sick every morning, noon, and evening for the past week and a half. A bug that makes it impossible to sleep at night, that makes my breasts too tender to touch.
Just a bug, that’s all.
Yeah, right.
I’ve given up on that explanation, but I haven’t taken a test yet.
What will Lucas think?
I know a baby is not in his plans—not anytime soon, at least.
He loves me, though. We’re going to spend our whole lives together. I think it will be okay.
I was going to ask him to take me to the store for a test tonight after prom so we could find out together…
But prom started an hour ago and he still isn’t here to pick me up.
He usually does things on his own schedule, but he has never been this late before. It’s getting harder and harder to avoid the pitying looks of my mom—who has never liked him—and my sister who has always been worried about me dating an older guy.
I guess that’s not entirely fair. It’s not just that he’s older, but the stuff he gets into.
Illegal stuff.
He has had a hard life, though. They don’t understand. He started down that sketchy path because he had to. It was the only way to help out his family. Once you start down a path like that, it’s hard to just stop.
But he will. He’s promised he will. We’ve got plans after I graduate high school. He’s saving up all the money he can and we’re going to get out of this town. We’re gonna—
Bristol bangs on the door again.
Sighing, I gather up my poofy dress and crawl over to open the bathroom door.
I love my sister, but my gut fills with dread at the concern splashed across her face as she enters the bathroom.
I must look terrible. “Is it bad?” I ask, grabbing the ledge of the counter so I can pull myself up. Once my dress is smoothed down, I look in the mirror. The eye makeup I applied so carefully is a smudged mess. My perfect cat eye is still intact thanks to waterproof eyeliner, but dark rivers of washed away eyeshadow and pencil liner surround my green eyes and make me look like a sad raccoon.
“Not my best look,” I state.
My sensible sister doesn’t say that it hardly matters since it appears Lucas isn’t picking me up, anyway, but she’s probably thinking it.
I know he wasn’t excited about going to my senior prom. He didn’t even go to his when he was in high school. According to the stories he told me that made me die of jealousy, he was making a run to Florida and spent prom night with a couple blondes in a cheap hotel room.
I’m not jealous at all.
Lies. I’m so jealous. I didn’t even know him, wasn’t even legal, but if I could retroactively wipe his mind of every non-relative woman who has ever resided in it, I would.
It’s his fault I’m so crazy when it comes to this stuff. He’s so handsome, every girl he meets wants to steal him from me. I’ve seen people stop on the streets to do a double take after catching sight of him.
His rough and tumble guy friends even give him hell about it. They say he attracts too much attention on jobs, rib him that someday his damn face is going to get them all in deep shit.
He’s never done anything to make me doubt him, though. Loyalty runs through his veins as thick as blood and that’s so sexy to me.
An eruption of sadness rises up out of nowhere.
I guess it’s not out of nowhere. He should be here, and he isn’t, and I don’t know why. My mind wants to go to all the worst places, but I can’t let it.
Tears sting my eyes and I grab the replacement toilet paper roll off the back of the toilet.
Bristol watches with a pained look as I tear off a few squares and fold them so I can blow my nose. “He really didn’t text or anything?”
I shake my head.
“That’s so not like him,” she murmurs.
“You’re telling me,” I mutter back as I toss the wadded-up paper in the trash bin.
“Did he say what he was doing before this?”
I shrug, not really wanting to give her any details. Not that I even know any—he tells me the less I know about it, the better—but I know he does risky stuff. “He had to work,” I say vaguely.
“At the garage, or…?”
She trails off to avoid outright asking if I mean legitimate work, or the other kind.
I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. I guess I should just get this dress off.”
“Do you need help with the zipper?” she asks as I brush past her and escape the tiny bathroom.
“I’m fine,” I call loudly, hoping she takes the hint and doesn’t follow me.
I want to be alone right now.
Well, that’s not true, but the person I want to be with isn’t here.
Once I’m in my bedroom with the door closed, I rip out the sparkly pins and release my long blonde hair from the prison of its up do. I unclasp the necklace Lucas bought me for our three-month anniversary and try not to cry as I fight with the zipper on the back of my dress.
With increasing irritation, I give up on the stuck zipper and go over to my dresser to grab what I plan to change into—his shirt, the one he let me wear home one night. He never asked for it back, and I never offered it because it smells like him, and I like to keep it stashed in my bottom drawer where I can pull it out on nights like these.
This isn’t the first. I hope it’s not the last, too.
I don’t enjoy nights like these by any means, but I’ll take as many of them as I have to if it means eventually, he’ll come home to me.
I don’t care that he does bad guy shit for money. I know the real him, and I know he’s amazing. He’s just willing to do whatever it takes to provide for his loved ones.
I don’t know, maybe it’s messed up, but I find that admirable.
I catch movement in the hall and think Bristol may have come up after me, but it’s not Bristol. It’s our friend, Hailey McKinney. Her parents passed away last year, and she didn’t have any relatives in our school district she could stay with. She has a grandmother she doesn’t get along with who lives out of state, but when she was supposed to go there, she packed her shit and ran away.
She’s living with us right now.
I’m clutching his T-shirt in my stolen prom dress with my makeup running when I turn to face her.
Where my responsible older sister was concerned and ready to lend an ear if I wanted to pour my heart out to her, Hailey stops in the door jamb, props a hand on her hip, and asks, “Want me to go grab my baseball bat? You can take off that ugly dress and I’ll grab my shoes. We can go fuck up his car.”
I crack a smile. I don’t take offense to her calling the dress ugly because it’s not mine to begin with.
A couple of weeks ago, this awful girl Dakota was outside trying to talk to Lucas when he came to pick me up from school. She knew he was my boyfriend, but she was trying to flirt with him, anyway. He ignored her and a slow smirk crossed his face when he saw me. Just to emphasize how thoroughly mine he was, he pulled me in, slid his calloused hand up to cradle the back of my neck, and kissed me so hard, gooseflesh erupted across my skin.
Obviously, I fell even more in love with him.
Unfortunately, Dakota didn’t appreciate his disinterest in her. She’s a spoiled brat used to always getting whatever she wants, and since she couldn’t have him, she started spreading horrific rumors about us, saying he started sleeping with me when I was underage and that he was a pervert. I was horrified and told her to stop, but Hailey took it ten steps further.
When Dakota didn’t quit her shit and the rumors only intensified, Hailey skipped school one day, went to Dakota’s house, and fucked her father. On her way out, she slipped into Dakota’s bedroom and snatched the prom dress she had been gushing about for weeks right out of her closet.
I was stunned, horrified, and a little impressed when she came home, tossed the glittery mass of wine-red tulle across my bed and told me what she did.
“You slept with her dad?”
Hailey shrugged. “It didn’t suck. He was kinky. Tied me up, blindfolded me. A good time was had by all.”
“You don’t need to get out your baseball bat, Harley,” I tell her.
“Are you sure? You aren’t supposed to be at home, and here you are crying in your prom dress, clutching his T-shirt as if your life depends on it.”
I shake my head, looking down at the lump of beloved fabric. “I’m fine, I just don’t want to talk about it. I need to be alone right now,” I add, glancing over at her apologetically.
“No problem,” she says easily. “Just let me know if you need anything.”
“Actually, before you go, can you help me with this zipper? Bristol offered and I told her no, but now the stupid thing is stuck.”
“Of course.” She comes into the room, and I turn, moving my hair so she has unobstructed access to the zipper. “If you change your mind about that baseball bat, just let me know.”
Despite my sadness, I crack a smile. “Thanks.”
When Hailey leaves my room, I close the bedroom door so no one else can surprise me. I strip off my prom dress and change into his T-shirt, then I grab my phone hoping there will be a text message or a missed call from him, but there isn’t.
I’m tired from crying, from being sick, probably even just from the bug I seem to have caught. I pull back the wool blanket on my bed and climb underneath. I try so hard not to think about the night Lucas snuck in here and climbed beneath the blankets with me, but all I can focus on is the absence of his weight between my thighs. Memories of his skin beneath my fingers and the way his grizzled jaw line felt against my face. I remember tenderly caressing his face and the loving look in his eyes before he leaned down to kiss me.
I tell myself I am being absurd to feel so sad when everything is surely fine. I would know if something was wrong. I would’ve noticed if he didn’t want to be with me anymore, and there were no signs, nothing to make me think that.
The last time I saw him, he still looked at me the same way. He still looked at me as if I were someone he loved.
He hasn’t actually told me that he loves me, but I know he does. I can feel it in the way he looks at me.
My eyelids are so heavy they feel like blankets over my eyes, so I let them close for a moment. The sound is on, so I’ll hear my phone if he calls me or if he texts. I don’t even plug in the charger and put my phone on the end table, I keep it right beside me on the bed.
Absently, my hands slide down to cradle my still-flat tummy.
I know he will call or come over.
I know he will have an explanation.
Everything will be all right.
It has to be.
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I gasp softly, feeling around for my phone. It’s on the mattress, wedged beneath my back. I grab it and see a notification on the display. A missed text.
It’s just from Bristol.
I try not to feel disappointed, but it’s impossible. My brow furrows because there must be some mistake. It’s almost 10 AM and I do not have a single missed phone call or text message from Lucas.
That can’t be right.
Whatever kept him last night, I should have heard from him by now. He knew he was supposed to take me to my prom.
Last night I was convinced maybe he just got busy, but surely everything was okay. Now, I am much less sure.
Heart pounding, I move off the bed and go to my dresser, then rifle through for a pair of pants.
I don’t bother changing out of his T-shirt. I don’t care what I look like; I just have to find out what’s going on.
His brother will know where he is. They live together but he doesn’t like me, so I didn’t want to reach out to him.
I don’t have a choice now, though. I want answers, and I have to make sure nothing terrible happened to Lucas.
That way I won’t feel bad when I rip his head off for going silent on me like this.
I race downstairs and slip out the front door before anyone has a chance to notice I’ve come down. My tummy is rumbling. I am a bit hungry, but I’m too upset to eat.
The little beige and brown shack that Lucas and his brother West live in sits on a small, flat chunk of land. The grass needs mowing and the gravel driveway needs paving. It’s a project Lucas said he wanted to finish before I moved in with him.
Remembering when we talked about that, I’m tempted to feel happy again, but the feeling doesn’t last. Gravel crunches beneath my ballet flats as I walk up the driveway. I open the screen door and bang on the wooden entry door.
My heart stutters when the handle turns, and the door opens.
Even though it doesn’t make sense, I so desperately want to see Lucas standing on the other side of the door. In this moment, I don’t even care why he didn’t come to pick me up, why he didn’t call. I just want to see his face and know that he’s okay.
Disappointment pours through me when the wrong brother answers the door.
They have the same chiseled jawline, hard and sharp like they could cut glass with it. They have the same full lips, but where Lucas has light crystal blue eyes, West’s are a darker shade of blue. They’re both lean and muscular, but West is a little broader in the shoulders and a couple of inches taller. His chocolate brown hair is a little darker, too. Right now, it’s mussed like he has been running his fingers through it, or maybe he just got out of bed and some woman has been running her fingers through it.
“What do you want?”
I swallow, tipping my chin up to meet his turbulent gaze. “Is Lucas here?”
“No.”
A frown flickers across my face. “What do you mean, no? Where is he?”
“I’m not his fucking babysitter.”
“He was supposed to take me to my prom last night, but he never showed up. He didn’t call, he didn’t text. I must’ve called him and texted him a million times. I still haven’t heard from him. If you haven’t either, something must be really wrong. He was supposed to work before he came to get me. Do you know what he was doing? You think something might’ve gone wrong?”
The possibilities are too horrible if I start thinking about this. My tummy begins to roil. I place a hand against my abdomen and will my body not to get sick. Not here. Not right now.
West’s unwelcoming gaze moves over my face, then takes a leisurely stroll down my body. He takes in Lucas’s T-shirt and my yoga pants. His gaze returns to my face, and he says, “Listen, you’re wasting your time with him. He’s never going to be who you want him to be.”
What is he talking about?
I want Lucas to be exactly who he is, I just want him to return my freaking phone calls whenever he blows me off with no warning.
“Your opinion has been noted. Now, where is my boyfriend?”
“If he wanted you to know, then you would.”
I scowl. “What do you mean?”
“Luke took a job last night. He had to transport some stuff across state lines. He knew he’d be gone for a few days, so if he didn’t tell you he was leaving, if he didn’t even let you know he wasn’t taking you to your stupid prom, then I’d say he’s ditching you and you should move on with your life.”
I stand rooted to the spot like a sturdy oak tree, but the faintest breeze could fell me. I shake my head. “No. No, that’s impossible. He wouldn’t do that. He loves me.”
West laughs, and the cruelty of that sound is almost too much to bear. He’s smiling when I look up at him, but it’s not a nice smile. “You can’t really be that naïve. He’s been having fun with you. Maybe he isn’t anymore, and this is how he’s letting you know.”
I’m still shaking my head because everything he’s saying is totally impossible. There’s no way Lucas would leave me like this for no reason when everything has been fine. There’s no way he would blow me off and not even tell me he was doing it.
“He’s driving, right? What if he got into an accident? Have you heard from him?”
“Brinley, there’s no accident. He’s fine. He just doesn’t want to talk to you.”
That’s impossible.
Isn’t it?
West speaks and my attention shifts back to him. “Why don’t you go home, take a shower, get some sleep, and if he wants to get in touch with you, he will.”
I thought for sure I would leave this house with answers, but as I walk back to my car, I’m lugging an aching heart and even more questions than I had when I came here.
I sink into the leather upholstered seat behind my steering wheel and pull the car door closed. I look back at the little brown house, but the door is shut, and West is no longer standing there.
I can’t believe what he said, but I can’t explain why I haven’t heard from my boyfriend, either.
I grab my phone and try calling him one more time, but I go to voicemail just like I have each time before.
Weighed down by sadness, I open our text chain and message him, “Where are you? What is going on? I don’t understand why I haven’t heard from you.”
I pause to read the messages after I’ve sent each one in rapid succession. I hate the last one I have to send, but after what West just said, I feel like I have to.
“Did I do something wrong?”
I press send before I can rethink it.
My stomach sinks seeing those words on the screen because they open up a world of possibilities I hadn’t considered before. Last night when he didn’t show up, I knew something had to be wrong.
But it never occurred to me that what was wrong might simply be that he didn’t want me anymore.
I feel sick and I don’t want to throw up in his driveway, so I start the car.
I back out of the driveway.
I head home. 




CHAPTER ONE

BRINLEY
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It’s closing time at the Seahorse Tavern, but Blaine Richards is still sitting at the bar. 
Blaine has a reputation around town, but he’s handsome enough and charming enough that most women ignore it, fooling themselves that maybe he will be different with them.
I’m not so delusional, so I let his smooth words roll off me like I always do as I wipe down the bar.
“C’mon, Brinley,” Blaine says, leaning on the bar and flashing me a smile that I’m sure a lot of women fall for but that has zero effect on me. “What’s it going to take for you to let me take you out? We’ll have fun.”
I cock a brow. I’m pretty sure we have differing opinions of fun.
“Thirty-five thousand dollars.”
“Huh?”
“You asked what it would take for me to go out with you. That’s my answer. So, tell me Blaine, do you have thirty-five thousand dollars?”
Blaine frowns.
“I didn’t think so,” I smile and nod at his half empty glass.  “Now hurry up and chug. We’re closed.”
I leave him to wallow for a bit by going to the register to close out his tab.
Bristol and I started working here after high school. We started as part time waitresses, before we became bartenders.
Mr. Jacobs has owned the place since before I was even born, but a few years ago he had a stroke and since then his heart —no pun intended—hasn’t been in the business. He didn’t have any children to leave it to, so when he told us he was thinking of selling the place, we jumped at the chance to buy it.
I love this place. Seahorse Tavern was my safe haven for a long time. It started out as a job of desperation when I had to start making money fast for my future. I was eighteen, my boyfriend, who I thought I would spend the rest of my life with, ghosted me, and I was carrying his child.
It provided me with a safe place to move on.
“What did he say this time?” Bristol teases, referring to Blaine still sitting at the bar. He finished his beer at least.
I roll my eyes. “That we’d have fun together.”
Bristol snorts. “In his dreams, maybe.”
“I told him I’d go out with him for thirty-five thousand dollars.”
“I thought we only needed twenty-five to buy this place?”
“Yeah, well, he doesn’t know that.”
She cracks a smile. “Good looking out.”
I smirk. “I thought so.”
Bristol checks her watch. “Do you think you’d be able to finish closing on your own? Nick’s been kind of stressing about his potential promotion, so he’s been working late and eating like crap. I wanted to bring him something good for dinner tonight.”
Nick is Bristol’s boyfriend of almost two years and he’s a colossal douchebag. While Bristol dotes on him like a caring girlfriend, Nick is utterly self-involved. I’m pretty sure he’s cheating on her, too, but since I don’t have any proof, I haven’t said anything to Bristol.
“Must be nice to have a girlfriend who cares enough to bring you dinner when you work late.”
Bristol shoots me a look at my tone. “Maybe he’s not perfect, but he’s not that bad. I don’t know why you and Hailey don’t like him.”
“Bristol, the man once called you over to do his laundry.”
“He’s been working long hours!”
“And you don’t?”
She sighs in irritation, taking off her apron and shoving it under the bar. “I don’t want to get into it with you again. Besides, you’re the last person who should be able to judge boyfriends.”
I scowl. “Wow. I can’t believe you went there.”
Bristol digs her keys out of her purse, avoiding my eyes. “Doesn’t make it any less true.”
I shake my head. She always gets defensive when it comes to Nick. It’s like she thinks that he’s too good for her. It’s the farthest thing from the truth. My sister is beautiful, both physically and internally.
She could do a lot better.
“Do you want me to kick him out before I go?” she asks, motioning to Blaine.
I know it’s her way of apologizing for the low blow, so I ignore the sting and wave her off.
“Nah, I got it.You can go ahead.”
“All right, thanks,” she says, collecting her purse from beneath the bar. “I’ll see you later.”
She heads out the back while I go to Blaine and give him back his card and tab.
“We’re closed, Blaine. Time to go.”
Blaine stands unsteadily to his feet, pulling his wallet out from his back pocket. He sways a little as he thumbs through the bills before putting fifty on the table.
It’s too much for a tip but telling him so is pointless. It’s just another one of his ways of trying to butter me up.
“I already set you up with an Uber. It should be waiting for you outside.”
“You could come home with me.”
I follow him out. It’s an awkward affair with his bulky arm around my shoulders as I half-escort half-carry him to the exit.
“I could, but alas, I don’t want to.”
Blaine smiles down at me drunkenly. “You’re funny.”
We’re halfway to the exit when Blaine surprises me by suddenly gaining his equilibrium and facing me. I can only manage a squeak in surprise when he uses the arm he had around my shoulders to haul me closer to him.
Then his lips are on mine.
I freeze, stunned. Blaine has been coming into the bar forever. His flirting was harmless, and up until now he never got handsy, much less shoved his tongue down my throat.
He tastes like beer and Cheetos. It is not a flavor combination I recommend.
Fortunately, the gross kiss doesn’t last long, but confusingly, it’s not because I’m shoving against his chest to push him away.
One minute he’s kissing me, the next he’s flying across the floor.
“Get your fucking hands off her before I break your goddamn fingers.”
My heart stalls at the sound of that voice.
There’s no way I’m hearing correctly.
There’s no way I’m seeing things correctly.
It’s been years, but I’d recognize that voice and that handsome face anywhere.
“L-Lucas?”
Familiar ice-blue eyes meet mine, a familiar glint of danger and possessiveness in their stormy depths.
“Hey, baby.” 




CHAPTER TWO

BRINLEY
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It’s the same plot in romance novels. Girl meets the bad boy, girl falls in love with said bad boy, bad boy does something to break her heart. Girl spends the years growing into a woman trying her best to forget the bad boy she fell in love with in her youth, but just when she’s finally about to succeed, her lover that she never really got over comes back into her life. 
Much angst ensues.
I used to love those books until the stories I loved to read became my reality.
Apparently, my life is at the chapter where loverboy comes back and fucks everything up.
Lucas stalks across the bar and hauls Blaine up to his feet so that they’re face to face. He does it effortlessly, the muscles in his arms bulging. Wherever he’s been this whole time, it definitely had a gym.
Lucas was always muscular, but now it’s like when Chris Evans became Captain America. The black T-shirt he’s wearing pulls tight against, well, everything. His back muscles ripple when he carries Blaine to the exit and practically tosses him out the door.
The metallic click of the lock sliding in place brings me out of my stupor. I meet Lucas’s eyes and freeze. He’s staring at me so intensely his eyes turn glacial. He stares at me like a man starved and I’m his long-awaited meal.
I’m infuriated that it makes my blood heat with desire.
“What are you doing here?” I manage.
His expression is determined as he stalks toward me.
“Don’t,” I say weakly, stumbling backward.
My lower back meets the bar top at the same time he coils a hand in my hair and forces my head back.
I whimper when his lips slant over mine with ferocious need. He kisses me like he’s trying to steal my soul for his own. He tightens his grip on my hair, angling my head so that he has better access to my mouth.
He feels like home.
He tastes like heartbreak and redemption.
He kisses me like he still has the right to.
Like he didn’t leave me without any explanation.
Like he didn’t demolish my heart.
“Don’t cry, baby,” he murmurs against my lips.
I didn’t realize that I was crying until he said something. But I am, I can feel the tears sliding down my cheek.
I come back to my senses with a start. What the hell am I doing?
I shove against his chest, needing space—at least, I try. I might as well be pushing against a dump truck.
“No,” he says huskily, urgently. “Don’t run away from me. From this.”
My palm meets his cheek before I’m aware of what I’m doing.
His head snaps to the side from the force. Slowly, he turns his head and locks his gaze onto mine.
“How dare you,” I whisper, vibrating with anger. “How fucking dare you.”
“I know I have a lot to explain––”
“I don’t give a shit,” I snap. “I don’t want to hear whatever bullshit excuse you have. Not anymore. Do you have any idea how long I waited for it, Lucas? Do you have any idea what you leaving did to me? All the sleepless nights I spent wondering where you went, or what I did to deserve to be tossed aside so carelessly?”
“You didn’t do anything. You hear me?” He gives me a little shake, eyes liquid fire. “I didn’t want to leave you. I fucking love you. I thought about you every goddamn day I was away from you.”
“Yeah, right.”
I can’t deal with this. I’m overwhelmed with emotion. For years, I thought about this moment. Of what I would do if I ran into Lucas again, whether I would respond in anger or indifference. No matter what though, I always thought that when I saw him again, I wouldn’t be thrown right back to the night he left. That I wouldn’t love him as much as I did when I was a teenager. I didn’t expect the longing. 
I need to get away from him. The longer I’m stuck in his arms the more likely I’ll do something stupid like give in and forgive him.
I struggle to escape. “Let me go.”
“No,” he says instantly, holding me tighter. “You need to let me explain.”
“I don’t need to do anything, Lucas. You lost the right to tell me what to do when you left me waiting for you on my prom night.”
His expression pained, he says, “I didn’t mean for that to happen, baby. I swear to you. I wanted to be there, but I couldn’t.”
I give up trying to push him away. He’s not going to let me go until I hear him out.
“Why?”
A muscle jumps in his jaw. “That job I was on?  Everything went to shit.”
I still. He said he had to work that night, now I know it wasn’t the legitimate kind. 
“What happened?” I ask him even though I already have an idea, but I need to hear him say it. 
A muscle jumps in his jaw and his eyes go dark. Whatever happened wasn’t good.
“I can’t tell you everything. I told you before that it’s better if you don’t know and that still stands. But what I can tell you was that I was arrested.”
He doesn’t explain further but he doesn’t have to.
He really didn’t want to leave me. He still loved me. 
Feeling the change in me, his touch turns tender. His thumb gently brushes my tear away before it can make a trail. 
“I thought about you every day.”
“I went to your house, Lucas,” I tell him angrily. “I spoke to your brother. He made it seem like you didn’t love me anymore. I didn’t believe him, but then when I didn’t hear from you…” I shake my head. “Why didn’t you contact me?” I choke. 
“I told my brother not to tell you. I didn’t know what would happen. I didn’t know how long I would be locked up so I told him to do whatever he needed to do to make you hate me.”
“I would have waited for you!”
“I didn’t know how long I’d be locked up, and I didn’t want you to waste your life waiting for me,” he says vehemently. “You deserve better than me, Brinley. But I’m a selfish bastard because even though I know this, I can’t let you go. You’re mine, always have and always will be.”
“You don’t know what you leaving did to me.” The devastation in my tone makes it clear to him that it didn’t just stem from him abandoning me. 
“Come home with me.”
I shouldn’t even consider it.
I really, really shouldn’t. If not for the fact that he left me without a word of warning, leaving me to deal with the most traumatic experience of my life, then at the very least for my self-respect.
It doesn’t matter that he explained himself years later. He still made the decision to break us—even if it was on some misguided notion of doing what’s best for me.
So, what does it say about me if I take him back into my arms after all this time?
Maybe that you haven’t had a good ride since he left?
Or that even after all this time, I still dream about him. I remember every touch, every kiss, how he sounds when he comes. How he feels inside me…
Shit.
Apparently, my self-respect does not exist.
“Okay.”




CHAPTER THREE

BRINLEY
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When Lucas asked me to come home with him, I expected that we would return to the same run-down house that he and his brother lived in before, but that isn’t where he takes me. 
It’s the same spot on the same street, but it’s a completely different house.
What was once a brown and beige shack is now painted a dark gray. The once wildly overgrown lawn is now weed-free and neatly cut. There’s even some fresh dirt and bushes waiting to be planted. The driveway is clear of loose gravel, and instead paved smooth—just like Lucas said he would want it to be before I moved in with him.
Wide-eyed, I turn to Lucas. He smiles softly at me, seeming to read my mind.
“I let you down enough, Brin. I needed this to be perfect before I came for you.”
He turns off the car and gets out before I could respond. Dazedly, I take his offered hand when he rounds the car and opens my door.
We’re silent as we make our way inside. There’s a new screen door attached to the front door, too, but I can still remember the pain that lacerated my heart last time I stood in this open doorway.
Just before he can push the door open, I stop him. “Is West still living here?”
I hope he isn’t. I haven’t seen him since that horrible day he insinuated that I was a pathetic high school girl with an unrequited crush.
Lucas shakes his head. “He’s not here tonight.”
“And the other nights?”
Lucas closes the door behind us. The lock slides into place, jolting my senses with the force of a gunshot.
My mouth turns into the Sahara Desert when his eyes meet mine. The heat in his gaze is nuclear.
“He’ll be moving out next month.”
“H-he will?” I stutter, stumbling back a step when he takes one forward.
“Yes. After all, I can’t have my brother living in the same house as my wife and children.”
Oh God. Wife? Children?
Before, we had talked about getting married once I graduated high school. He had been adamant about wanting to share his life with me, which included kids down the line.
The pain that hits me when I think about kids is familiar, but no longer crippling. It took me a while to be able to think about the baby that I lost and not break down sobbing. But even now, there are still daysI cry over the life I lost.
The one that Lucas still doesn’t know about.
I need to tell him before things go any further.
“Lucas, wait—” My butt bumps against something hard, bringing me to a standstill. I tilt my head up, startled to realize I’m pinned against the door to his bedroom.
I was so lost in my thoughts I didn’t realize he was herding me toward his room.
My attention snaps back to him when his palms meet the wall on either side of my head, leaning in close.
“No,” he rumbles. “I’ve waited five years. I’m done waiting.”
He dominates my mouth, his tongue meeting mine with a desperation I can taste. It’s different from the kiss in the bar. This one is carnal and demanding. It leaves no room to doubt what he has planned for me.
His calloused hands cup my jaw, controlling the movement as his lips devour mine before moving down, tracing the curves of my body. I gasp against his lips and wrap my legs around his waist when he hauls me up against him.
We’re still kissing when he opens the door one handed and carries me into his room, kicking the door shut behind him. My back hits the mattress and his body covers mine.
The familiarity of him on top of me is like a strike of lightning during a storm. My nerve-endings flare to life, heating my blood, uprooting emotions I thought I had buried and bringing them to the surface where they erupt like a volcano.
Longing.
Anger.
Need.
Lust.
Too consumed with this driving need to finish, any thoughts of telling Lucas about my heartbreak leave me. All that matters in this moment is having him inside me, to fill the void that he left.
Our clothes fall to the floor like leaves. The lace panties I had on are no match for his hands, tearing apart like diaphanous. My bra follows, and then his hot mouth is on my breast. I arch against his mouth when his tongue coils around my peaked nipple, suckling it.
“Lucas,” I moan, my nails combing through his hair, clutching the strands tight.
The sensation of his tongue suckling and biting the stiff peaks shoots straight to my clit. I grind against him shamelessly, my bare pussy rubbing against the fabric of the boxer-briefs he still somehow has on. The friction is delicious but does nothing to relieve the ache.
“Fuck, Brinley. That’s it, baby. Let me feel that sweet pussy make a mess before I fill it with my cum.”
I don’t even care that I’m grinding against his thigh shamelessly, I’m too revved up. My pussy is pulsing, so needy and hypersensitive that all I can focus on is the release. It’s dirty, and shameful and so fucking hot.
My orgasm ripples through me so suddenly it robs me of breath. I throw my head back and my mouth opens on a silent cry.
“Fuck yes,” Lucas hisses. He rears back on his heels, gripping the inside of my thighs, he shoves them apart before yanking me down to him. My legs are thrown over his shoulder and then his mouth lowers to my flesh and sucks my already sensitive clit into his mouth.
I make some inarticulate noises. He holds me captive as his greedy mouth consumes me. He eats my pussy like it’s his job. I jerk when his tongue tunnels into my channel, I’m so wet I can literally hear him cleaning me up. He groans, the vibration of the noise sending more shockwaves that only enhance my pleasure. I rock helplessly against his face.
“Lucas, please. I need—”
“You need what I give you, baby,” he growls. “Nothing more.”
He slides a thick finger inside of me at the same time he bites my clit.
I see white.
My body feels like it’s floating, my ears ringing as fireworks explode behind my eyes. Distantly, I hear screaming.
I realize it’s me.
When I finally float back down to earth, Lucas is naked, his cut muscles strained as he positions my body where he wants it under his.His thick length brushes against my thigh before he notches it at my entrance. He’s inside me in one delicious, savage thrust.
I gasp, clutching at the bed sheets.
“Like coming home,” he murmurs, his face pinched in pleasure. “So fucking tight.”
He’s so fucking big. I don’t remember him feeling this huge inside me. I can feel him stretching me, the fullness of him inside me a juxtaposition of pain and pleasure.
Like his reappearance in my life.
“This is my fucking pussy,” he growls possessively as he starts to pound into me. “I’m going to brand you with my cum, baby. Fuck you so deep and hard that you’ll forget every other man except for me.”
As if any man but him exists.
In the throes of this pleasure, I can’t be convinced.
“Oh, God,” I moan, arching my neck.
He leans over me, pressing me down with his bulk until my thighs are spread wide. His lips are on my neck, his teeth scraping the tender flesh at the juncture of my shoulder. I whimper helplessly when he bites down like a wolf claiming his mate.
“You’re mine, Brinley,” he tells me between gritted teeth. “You’re fucking mine. If that means I have to fill this sweet cunt with my seed until your belly swells with my baby to tie you to me forever, so be it.”
I gasp, his words hooking my arousal and fisting it, intensifying every sensation. “Lucas,” I moan breathlessly.
“The next time you say my name, you better be screaming it.”
The sound of our bodies slapping together fills the room as well as my helpless cries.
This is not lovemaking. This isn’t like when he took my virginity. Or like the sex when we were together, when I was just a high school girl in love with her older boyfriend.
He fucks me like a woman.
His cock pistons inside me at a teeth-clattering pace. It’s rough and carnal and pure unadulterated lust.
The ripple of pleasure coils around me like a snake, pulling tighter and tighter until my muscles seize. Then, I come so powerfully it has me jerking around him like an epileptic.
“Yes, baby, that’s it. You’re my good girl, aren’t you? Fuck. I’m going to come.”
His hand flies out and grips my throat, squeezing. A deep groan tears out of him as his hips jerk in quick, broken movements. I feel his cock swell, then pulse as thick ropes of cum coat my womb.
I’m not sure how long we stay wrapped together as we both come down from whatever the fuck this was.
Because it wasn’t just sex. It felt cosmic, almost ominous.
This was probably a mistake.
But damn, what a pleasurable mistake. I didn’t know how much I needed it.
I’m aware of Lucas moving off me, leaning back on his heels. I feel the cool air against my heated and swollen flesh before I feel his fingers prodding my entrance.
“What are you doing?” I squeak, mortified. I try to slam my thighs together, but he stops me with his firm grip.
“I’m making sure you get every last drop.”
His eyes are focused on my pussy and I realize in distilled horror that he’s pushing his come that pooled out of me back inside.
I should be horrified. Disgusted.
But I’m not.
In some sick, twisted way, I find it hot.
He keeps his focus on his task, scooping every last escaped drop and placing it back inside me with his fingers. I’m hypersensitive and sore but the motions of his fingers awakens my desire until soon I’m gasping and shaking, on the verge of another orgasm.
“You want to come again, sweet girl?” Lucas croons. “You’ll undo all my progress, but that’s okay. I’ll just have to fill you up again. I’m gonna have this sweet pussy so full of my cum, you’ll be leaking for days.”
“Lucas,” I gasp. “Please.”
“Please what, baby?” He chuckles darkly. “Please let you come? Please fuck your pussy again?” His expression becomes fierce. “Or please put a baby inside of you?”
I squeeze my eyes shut. They snap open immediately when his palm meets my clit.
Did he just slap my pussy?
“I asked you a question,” he growls. “Please what?”
“Please, I need you to—”
I mewl in displeasure when his hand withdrawals, but it’s silenced quickly when he flips me over so that I’m on my hands and knees. With a hand on the back of my nape, he slams into me with a snarl. He moves with me when the force brings me down, pounding into me relentlessly.
This time, when he comes, it’s with a roar.
It takes a moment for us both to catch our breath. I couldn’t move if the house caught fire, but somehow, he does.
“Stay there,” he commands gruffly. The bed dips slightly when he pushes off his knees. I hear him move around the room, but I don’t dare disobey.
I startle when I feel him brush my back. He grips my ass and spreads me open, exposing me. My breath leaves me in a rush, my face flaming.
He makes a sound of pleasure and, just like before, pushes his cum back inside me.
“Fucking perfect.”
When he’s seemingly satisfied that none of his cum will escape again, he releases me, tenderly pressing his lips to the small of my back. I sigh contently when he picks me up in his strong arms and carries me to the adjoining bathroom.
He places me down on the counter so that I’m facing him. He grabs the washcloth off the towel rack beside the sink before flicking the tap on. He tests the temperature with his fingers first before wetting the cloth and ringing it out.
“Spread your legs, baby,” he commands softly.
Past the point of embarrassment, I listen. His touch is soft when he presses the damp cloth to my pussy, gently cleaning me. He tosses the washcloth in the sink when he’s done then turns to the tub. My eyes rove over his handsome features as it fills. 
He looks older, almost battle weary. His eyes hold a certain hardness that wasn’t there before, and he has a small scar cutting into his left eyebrow. It gives him a roguish look, almost like a pirate, and his stern mouth has the beginning lines of worry.
Sadness grips me. The things he must have gone through.
I know what it’s like to go through something all alone.
The difference is, I didn’t choose to go through my miscarriage alone.
Lucas might have thought he was protecting me by letting me go, but he had no idea that I was pregnant. If he did, I know he wouldn’t have had his brother cut me loose. Would I have had the baby if we were still together? I think about Lucas in prison, how our life would have been.
He was gone for five years, so whatever he did, it was enough to get him a five-year sentence—maybe more if he’s out on parole. He would have missed the birth of our baby. The first smiles, first steps, first words. Hell, he wouldn’t have gotten out until the kid was in kindergarten. The only relationship he would have had with our child would be around visitations.
In a way, if we stayed together, we would have dealt with things alone, anyway. He wouldn’t have been able to be there with me for the birth, and he wouldn’t have been there with me for the death. We’d both suffer. Together, but all alone at the same time.
All the residual anger and upset leave me. None of that matters anymore. He’s here with me again. Maybe we can have a second chance if we want one. 
Lucas turns off the tub and turns back to me. I’m silent when he gathers me in his arms again and lowers us both in the tub, his front against my back. I sigh in contentment, the warm water soothing my tender flesh and sore muscles.
“I don’t forgive you,” I say quietly, breaking the silence. He pauses, the washcloth he was using stilling on my shoulders. I glance back at him. “But I understand why you did what you did.”
He stares down at me for a moment, then bends his head to kiss me gently. “That’s all I can ask for.”
I close my eyes and relax against him. We stay in companionable silence, just enjoying being in each other’s arms again.
We get out only when the water grows cold. Lucas dries me off first before himself. Picking me back up, he carries me back to his room and deposits me on the bed. Since we never bothered to turn on the lights in his room, he turns back to the bathroom and flicks off the light.
I scoot over when he climbs into bed with me. It’s been so long, and I’ve spent so many nights missing the warmth of his embrace.
He pulls me back into his arms immediately, entwining his leg with mine.
We stay like that, just enjoying the feeling of our bodies touching. Between the bath and this, I feel so relaxed I could easily fall asleep if it wasn’t for the weight of what I’m keeping from him. I want to tell Lucas about my miscarriage, but at the same time I don’t.
It happened five years ago, but the loss I carry in my heart is timeless. It’s something I know I’ll never get over. It’s a heartbreak I don’t wish on anyone, and it’s why I’m struggling over my decision on telling Lucas or not.
They say ignorance is bliss, but would he be hurt if I didn’t tell him? Even if I did it to protect him from feeling the pain I’ve had to live with every day?
“Just tell me,” Lucas says suddenly, startling me.
Did I say that out loud?
“How did you—?”
“I know I haven’t been around for you, but I still know you, Brin. I can still tell when there’s something heavy weighing on your mind.”
I sigh, sitting up. He must sense that whatever I’m about to say is serious, because he sits up, too, and turns the bedside table light on.
I hug my knees to my chest. I can feel his gaze, but he doesn’t pressure me to speak. Instead, he waits patiently, giving me the time to collect my thoughts.
I stare at my arms while I deliver the news.
“I was pregnant when you left.”
I feel his shock, but I don’t dare look at him. If I do, I’ll break down.
“I had a feeling I was pregnant, but I hadn’t taken a test yet. The night of prom, I was going to tell you so we could take the test together, but when you didn’t show…” I trail off, shrugging lamely.
“Brin…” His voice is husky with emotion. It makes my eyes fill with tears.
“I had a miscarriage at twelve weeks,” I whisper brokenly.
“Jesus.” Lucas quickly pulls me onto his lap. He’s shaking as he crushes me to him.
I clutch him back tightly, losing my battle with my tears.
“I’m sorry,” he rasps. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
He lets me cry against his chest, all the while stroking my hair and whispering apologies and soothing words until I calm down.
Feeling vulnerable, I don’t meet his gaze when I pull away from him.  He doesn’t let me off his lap, though.
“Brinley, look at me.”
I close my eyes at the gentle command. I don’t want to, not ready to see what might reflect in his indigo eyes.
“Baby, please look at me,” he pleads softly, coaxing me by cupping my jaw. 
I exhale shakily, opening my eyes. My eyes fill with tears again when I see that his are red-rimmed.
“I’m sorry, baby,” he rumbles. “I can’t imagine what that was like for you. And you did it alone, all because I—” He cuts off abruptly, a muscle jumping in his jaw as he looks away from me.
He inhales deeply. When he seems like he’s composed himself again, he turns back to me. He looks tortured.
“Nothing I can do or say will excuse what I did. I know I didn’t know, but…” He shakes his head angrily. “I fucked up. It kills me that you went through that all alone. It’s something I’ll carry for the rest of our lives.”
I swallow thickly. I want to comfort him, but I don’t have the words. It wouldn’t do any good, anyway.This kind of hurt is like a soundless echo in your heart. It never truly leaves.
So, I do the only thing I can do.
I pull him down with me to the bed and hold him. Together, we silently mourn the loss of the child we never got to meet.
“I need you,” Lucas whispers desperately. “But I don’t want you to think—”
“Shh,” I soothe, running my fingers down his cheek as I pull him towards me. “I know.”
Then I kiss him.
The kiss is different from before. It’s heavy with a sort of desperation that comes when you’re trying to chase away sadness that you know you’ll never really heal from.
I wrap my arms around his shoulders when he lays me back, covering my body with his own. His hands are hot as they trail down my body, mapping the curves that have developed since last time he touched me.
I gasp when he slowly thrusts into me, filling me up one delicious inch at a time. There’s no preamble. Just deep thrusts that take my breath away with each snap of his hips.
His kisses are endless. His sweet words whisper over me while his body pleads with mine for forgiveness. I moan against his lips when he grabs the inside of my thigh, hiking it higher up on his body, hitting me deeper and deeper.
“I’m so fucking sorry I couldn’t be there for you before, but that won’t happen again. You’re mine, Brinley. This sweet pussy, this beautiful fucking heart—every bit of you has always been mine and always will be.”
I cry out in pleasure while tears make a trail down the sides of my temples. I clutch him tighter to me.
“I’m close,” I cry, squeezing my eyes shut. It feels so good to have him inside me again. I feel weightless, soaring to the euphoria only he can give me. He shudders, driving into me harder. The room echoes with the music our bodies make while our moans and gasps crescendo.
“I want you to come on my cock, baby,” Lucas growls. “Then I’m going to fill you with my cum, and I’m going to keep filling you with it until you’re swollen with my baby again.”
My eyes snap open, alarmed. I push against his shoulders, trying to slow him down.
“No,” Lucas commands, holding my jaw so he can imprison my gaze with his.
“I want you to carry my child, Brin. I want to see your belly round and full of the miracle we create. I want to be there with you for every bit of it this time. Then, I want to do it again, and again, and again.”
I whimper, shaking my head as much as his grip on my jaw allows. His words are alarming, and a bit crazed, but God help me, they turn me on. Even if he’s just trying to get back what he lost, I can’t help but picture what he’s describing. The tension in my womb grows, pulling tighter and tighter until, with a loud cry, I shatter.
“Fuck, baby. That’s it. Let me feel you come apart.” Lucas groans, his hips faltering before pumping viciously, intensifying my pleasure and deliberately milking my orgasm.
God, this man.
“Fuck.” He grunts, holding my hips tight enough that I know I’ll bruise when he stills, his cock jerking as he comes in spurts inside of me.
He’s still breathing heavily when he presses his forehead to mine, holding me as we both come down from what we shared.
“Don’t,” I plead uselessly as he moves down my body. He keeps me from closing my legs by the hold he has on my inner thighs. He makes an approving sound when he sees himself inside of me.
“So fucking beautiful,” he praises. My face burns with embarrassment but I don’t try to stop him again.
“Good girl.” His touch ghosts over my heated skin as he once again scoops the spilled cum and pushes it back inside me.
“God,” I mutter, covering my face with my hands.
We’re not nearly ready for a kid, but I can’t deny that there’s a part of me that longs for it, too.
“I’m not going to clean you up this time, baby. I want you to feel me inside you. I want you to wake up wet and sticky with my seed, so you’ll be reminded who the fuck you belong to.”
I honestly have no response to that, so I don’t attempt to make one.
He takes my silence as my acceptance and hums his approval.
When he’s finished, he turns off the lights and settles down in bed, moving me so that I’m half sprawled on top of him.
I sigh, feeling more content than I have in a long time.
I missed this.
I missed being held in his arms and how safe they make me feel.
In the still of the night, Lucas’s whisper gives me goosebumps.
“I love you, Brinley. I’m going to do whatever it takes to get you back.”
The returning words are a burn on my tongue, but I can’t say them back. Not yet. I’m still feeling too uncertain and overwhelmed. Instead of punishing me, Lucas holds me tighter, silently comforting me.
I lift my head and kiss him softly, tenderly. I close my eyes and have the first restful sleep I’ve had since I was seventeen.




CHAPTER FOUR

BRINLEY
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“So, let me get this straight. He shows up at the bar after all this time, tells you his brother lied to you because he didn’t want you waiting for him when he was locked up, but then comes back for you, anyway?” 
“Yup.”
“And instead of telling him to fuck off, you go home with him and fuck him senseless?” Hailey asks incredulously.
I bring my lemonade to my lips and take a refreshing sip. “That about sums it up, yeah.”
“Huh.” Hailey sits back in her chair, stunned. “You nasty hoe.”
I let out a startled laugh but then groan, covering my face with my hands. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“I’ll tell you what you were thinking,” Hailey says, stealing a fry off my plate and popping it in her mouth. “You were thinking that you haven’t gotten laid in a long-ass time, and you knew loverboy would deliver.”
Bristol grimaces as she grabs her own lemonade. “Must you be so crude?”
“Must you be such a prude?” Hailey counters.
Bristol’s eyes widen. “I am not a prude. I just think—”
“Anyway,” I interrupt loudly before they can start bickering. “I’m not really sure where I should go from here.”
We’re all sitting in the outside dining area of our favorite lunch spot, Katz. It’s been a few days since my reunion with Lucas, and I haven’t seen him since that night at his house, but he’s been texting me relentlessly. The messages range from sweet to downright dirty with a periodic episode of deranged psycho. His stupid brother told him he heard I was banging some guy who frequents the bar, and Lucas was none too pleased about it despite it being his dumb idea to force me to move on without him, anyway.
Once I assured him it was bullshit and that I never even went out with Lane, he calmed back down.
His irrational possessiveness reminded me of the fierce love I always felt when we were together, and I can’t deny having missed it ever since he went away.
My phone vibrates on the table, and in unison we glance down at it.
Hailey and I dive for it at the same time.
“I miss the taste of you in my mouth,” Hailey reads aloud. She raises a brow as she scrolls through more of his messages. “Prison was good for his creativity, I’ll tell ya that.”
“Hailey!” I snatch my phone back, face flaming. “Invasion of privacy much?”
She waves me off dismissively.“Are you going to see him again?”
I sigh. “I don’t know.”
“You want to though, don’t you?”
I bite my lip, thinking how much I want to admit to myself, let alone the girls.
The truth is, I do want to see him again. I might have convinced myself that I was over him when he was gone, but now that he’s back, it’s clear that I was only fooling myself.
I still love him.
He’s the only man I’ve loved, and even though I hate what he did, I know his heart was in the right place.
It was so easy to go back to how we were before. We spent the whole night making love and making up for lost time. When he wasn’t fucking me into oblivion, we were talking. He wanted to know everything he’s missed in my life.
And when I told him about my miscarriage… I’ve never seen him so vulnerable. He was heartbroken. Even though I told him it wasn’t anyone’s fault, he still blamed himself.
“Yes,” I admit. “He wants a second chance, and I’m tempted to give it to him. I still love him. I never stopped.”
Bristol’s brow furrows with concern and her lips press in a thin line, but she doesn’t say anything. Not that she has to—it’s clear she doesn’t approve.
I get it. She’s seen all the tears I’ve cried over him, and she doesn’t want him to hurt me all over again.
I really don’t believe he will, though. I can’t fully express the reasons to them without massively oversharing, but the man is determined to knock me up. He wouldn’t do that if he didn’t truly plan to stick around.
“I’m still pissed he disappeared on you,” Hailey says, “but I’m really pissed off at his brother, too. What’s his name again? Dick?”
“West.”
“Yeah, Dick,” Hailey continues like I didn’t just tell her his actual name. “He’s an asshole.”
Bristol grins. “A dick that’s also an asshole?”
“What can I say? The boy’s got talent.”
“He’s got something, all right,” Bristol murmurs.
“Audacity,” I provide. “He has heaps and heaps of audacity.”
“What he needs to have is my foot up his ass,” says Hailey.
“Violence is not the answer,” I say with mock solemnity, barely biting back a smile.
“Agree to disagree. I mean, seriously, we all saw what you looked like that night. I can’t imagine you looked better the next morning—”
“Hey!”
“—and he still said all that shit to you? Fuck him.”
I don’t like the look on her face. It’s the one she gets before she goes out and causes mayhem.
“Don’t you go getting any ideas,” I warn, jabbing a finger in her direction.
She sniffs indignantly, peering at her nails.  “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Uh-huh,” I say, unconvinced. “I don’t need to be avenged. Yes, West is an asshole, but Lucas is back now, and we have enough to deal with; I don’t need you making any waves.”
“So, what now?” Bristol asks, bringing us back on track. “Are you going to get back together with him?”
I hesitate.
What is next?
Lucas and I didn’t exactly talk about it.
After our bath and I told him about my miscarriage, we spent the rest of the night doing everything but talking. I forgave him. He promised he wouldn’t be such a dumbass next time, and I promised that I wouldn’t hold the past against him. Not to mention, he pretty much told me that the future we planned with each other five years ago still stands. And, judging by the way he got the house together and told his brother he had a month to move out, all signs indicate that he’s not messing around. 
“I don’t know,” I say finally. “All I know is that I’m glad he’s back, and I still love him, and he still loves me. That’s enough for me for now.”
They share a look between them that instantly gets me defensive.
“Look, you don’t have to like it, but you do need to respect my decision. And when you see him, be nice to him,” I add firmly.
“Brinley, it was hard enough when you two were together and you were in high school, but now he’s been to prison. How exactly do you think he’s going to support you?”
“I don’t need him to support me,” I snap. “This isn’t the fucking fifties, Bristol.”
“That’s not what she meant,” Hailey cuts in, interrupting whatever comeback Bristol was going to say. “I think what she means is, he has a record now. The chances of him getting a good job on the right side of the law is like Bristol doing any position besides missionary.”
Bristol huffs and crosses her arms over her chest. “Why do I hang out with you?”
I crack a smile despite myself. “What’s your point?”
Hailey meets my stare, nonplussed. One of the things that I always admired about Hailey was how she was always unapologetically herself. She didn’t back down from anything or anyone, and she wasn’t afraid to tell you the hard truths, no matter if you wanted to hear them or not. 
Like now.
“The chances that he’s gonna go right back to doing illegal shit is high, Brin. If you want to be with him, then fine. You know I support you. But you need to not go into this blind and prepare yourself for what your life will be like if you’re committing to a criminal. If you’re wanting the knight-in-shining-armor, he ain’t it, babe.”
I blink at Hailey, not really sure how to respond to that. I glance from her to my sister, who still wears signs of concern on her pretty face. Her smile is more of a grimace,but she obviously concurs.
Igrab my drink and stare down at the ice cubes floating in my glass, giving myself more time to respond. If anyone else but Hailey would have said that to me, I’d have taken it defensively, but I know she’s just giving it to me straight.
And it’s not like she’s wrong.
Lucas will never be a man likeNick. It’s entirely possible he could get in trouble again, maybe even go to jail.
And what if I’m pregnant again, or we already have a baby and then I’m abandoned again, probably for longer since it wouldn’t be his first time in prison?
I love Lucas, but do I still want to be with him, despite how tumultuous our future could be?
I take a sip of my lemonade before placing it slowly on the table. I look up into their waiting faces.
“He might not be a knight-in-shining-armor in other people’s story, but he is in mine,” I say with finality.
Bristol bites down on her lower lip while Hailey squints at me, gauging my expression. 
“Well, then, I guess that settles it.” Hailey says finally, sitting back in her chair, she tips her beer bottle in a salute. “To hot sex and the crazy things it does to our vaginas and brains.”
Bristol shakes her head, grabbing her own drink. “I’m not toasting to that.”
Hailey shoots me an amused look that screams “shocker.”
Feeling lighter than I have in forever, I grin and clink my glass with Hailey’s.
I don’t know what my future holds if I gamble on Lucas again, but one thing I do know: my girls will be there for me no matter what.
As Hailey and Bristol start to bicker over something trivial—they’re always bickering about something—my phone vibrates on the table. I pick it up and read the text.
Come to my place tonight.
Smiling, I type back, “See you there.”




CHAPTER FIVE

LUCAS
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Brinley:  See you there.
“Damn right you will,” I shoot back playfully.
“Don’t start with me, mister.”
“Oh, I’ll start. And I’ll finish too,” I add with a little wink.
I’m still smiling when I walk into the auto shop. The familiar smell of tires and oil fill my nostrils as I make my way deeper into the service station. Hard rock is blasting through the overhead speakers, not quite drowning out the sound of high-power tools.
“Tommy, you here?” I call out.
“Lucas?” The music cuts off the same time the power tool stops.
I round the corner just as Tommy ducks out of the hood he was buried in, wiping his hands on a rag streaked with oil and grease.
“Holy shit, it is you!” Tommy exclaims happily, slapping his hand in mine before tugging me in for a quick hug. “Look at you, all buff and shit.”
Before I did time, Tommy and I had the same build. We were both over six foot and athletic. While Tommy didn’t slack off in the time I’ve been away, it doesn’t match the twenty pounds of muscle I put on in yard over the years.
I laugh. “Yeah, well, I had a lot of time to work out.”
Tommy’s face sobers. “I’m sorry,man. I heard. If I would have known…” he trails off, his face pinched in guilt.
I shake my head. “Not your fault.”
“But I—”
“Not your fault,” I repeat firmly, leveling him with a look. “You didn’t make me take the job, Tommy. If anything, you warned me about it. You always knew when something felt off, and I didn’t listen to you or my gut. If anyone is to blame for this shit, it’s me.”
He doesn’t look convinced, but he lets it go for the time being. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but… what are you doing here?”
“Actually, I was hoping you’d hook me up with a job.”
His brows raise in surprise. “You looking to get back in?”
“Not that kind,” I clarify, shaking my head. “Those days are done.” I pause. “I wouldn’t be opposed to the occasional race, though,” I add, smirking.
He meets my gaze, but my peripherals register him fidgeting with the rag. “Straight and narrow now, huh?”
“I gotta, for my girl. I’m not about to blow both of my second chances.”
“Your girl?” He hikes his eyebrows.
I nod. “You’ve met her. A long time ago.”
“You’re still with that high school chick?”
I crack a smile. “Well, she’s not a high school chick anymore, but yeah. It’s complicated.”
“Relationships usually are, bro.” Tommy tosses the rag on the workbench as I follow him to the office. He pulls out two beers from the miniature fridge in the corner and tosses one to me before cracking his open.
“I fucked up,” I admit. “The night of the job, it was her prom. I was supposed to take her, but for obvious reasons, I never made it. Instead of telling her why and letting her wait for me, I told West to cut her loose. Told him to say whatever he had to. Apparently, he took that directive and ran with it.”
Tommy lets out a low whistle.
“Yeah,” I chuckle darkly, downing the beer. “But that’s why I need a job. Trying to get my life together and make things right. I want to marry her.”
The beer that Tommy just took a sip of goes flying everywhere as he chokes.
“Marry her!?” he coughs. “You just got out!”
I might have just gotten my freedom back, but freedom itself isn’t what I spent all those lonely nights dreaming about.
It was her.
It was always her.
While other guys had smuggled in photos of naked women ripped out of magazines or printed off the internet pinned up on the walls in their cells, all I had was a single picture: Brinley the night we first met, standing outside the haunted house we went through, licking her strawberry ice cream cone and giving me a cute little look.
My love for Brinley is all-consuming. She made me fucking crazy from the get-go, and even when I tried to let her go because I thought it’s what was best for her, I couldn’t.
I thought about her constantly when I was locked up. Wondering what her life was like on the outside, if she ever thought about me. Wondering if she would’ve been there to visit me if I’d let her be and knowing she would have been.
Sometimes I think if she really knew how tightly I clung to her through all that, how fucking obsessed I was with her, it would scare her.
Which is why I hold my inner beast back with a tight leash. The need to own her in every possible way is so strong, it’s all I can do not to whisk her away and lock her up in a prison of her own that only I could get to.
Mine, always and forever.
Out of my fucking skull obsessed.
It was why I knew I had to make her mine the night we first met.
It’s why I know I need to make her mine forever now.
I just have to make sure I’m good enough for her first—or at least as close as I can be.
“When you know, you know,” I say much more simply since I’m not one to overshare my personal shit even with my closest friends.
“‘When you know, you know’,” Tommy mutters, shaking his head.  “Well, congrats, dude. You’re batshit fucking crazy, but congrats.” He cleans up the beer he spit out on the desk, then with deft fingers he begins rolling a joint.
I raise a brow, amusement tugging at my lips. “Not a fan of the holy matrimony, Tommy?”
Tommy snorts. “Fuck no.” He cups his hands around the joint, lighting it with a zippo. “Marriage is death,” he says, exhaling a steady stream of smoke.
“That’s pretty adamant.” I say, waving him off when he offers the joint to me.
He shrugs, taking another drag.“My parents fucking hated each other. It might sound like a good idea until you realize you have to bang the same pussy for the rest of your days—or pay to not have to. I’d rather save my money and my dick.”
“That’s a shitty fucking view of things.” I take a pull of my beer. “Me and West didn’t have any role models in the marriage department, either, but I saw the fierce devotion of some of the women who held down my friends when I was in lockup. There were some faithless shitheads, of course—there always are—but for some of them, their woman was their rock. They had that love when they really needed it. I think it made them closer in the end. That kind of steadiness doesn’t appeal to you?”
He shrugs, leaning back and exhaling a puff of smoke. “Why rely on one plate of pussy when you can go to the buffet?”
“I don’t know, man. I look at Brinley and she’s all I can see. I don’t want anyone else.”
Tommy makes a gagging noise. I laugh.
“Well,” Tommy sighs, stubbing out the bud on the bottom of his work boot before tossing it in the trash. “I still think you’re batshit crazy, but you have a job here for as long as you need it.”
I stand when he does.  “I appreciate it.” Tommy knocks knuckles with me.
He follows me out of the shop, watching as I straddle my Harley.“You can start Monday.”
“Thanks again, Tommy. I owe you.” I kick down the stand and then the engine roars to life. Tommy gives me a short salute, then turns back to the garage, and I head home.
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After I left Tommy’s, I went to the store to get everything I need for dinner. Brinley texted me earlier to let me know that she’ll get off work a little early tonight. I hope to have it ready to go by the time she gets here.
I head to the kitchen to put everything away. I pull open the fridge and reach down inside the grocery bag when a flash of movement out the window catches my eyes.
I stop, watching as a streak of long red hair dashes across our backyard.
My eyes narrow. I could swear that looked like—
West’s curse sounds out, then I hear quick footsteps heading my way. My brother comes barreling around the corner, then freezes when he sees me.
“Hey.” His gaze darts to the window before coming back to rest on me. “You’re home early.”
I watch him through narrowed eyes as he rakes a hand through his hair, something he only does when he’s nervous.
He’s shirtless, his jeans only half-way zipped and unbuttoned, and his hair is tousled as if he just woke up.
It’s not unusual for him to bring a girl home, but it’s damned unusual for him to act so squirrelly about sneaking one out.
“Yeah.” I rise to my full height, closing the fridge door. “Brinley is coming over for dinner.”
“Cool, cool.” West nods, but he still looks distracted as he takes a cigarette out of the pack on the counter and puts it in his mouth. “Glad to hear she’s coming around.”
“Me too,” I say, watching him. It’s fucking weirding me out how he’s acting. He seems…flustered. “It might be a little tense at first. She wasn’t too happy with the way you handled things when I got arrested. Called me an asshole and you a bastard.”
West chuckles wryly. “So I’ve been told.”
Whatever that means.
“You have someone over?” I ask, frowning as he glances out the window again.
Anyone else might’ve missed the brief pause West did at that question before lighting his cigarette.
“No,” West says bluntly. He flips the lid of the lighter shut. “I’m gonna head out.”
I cock a brow, glancing at his bare chest. “Like that?”
West glances down at himself, his expression blanking when he realizes he isn’t dressed.
“What are you, my mother? Obviously, I’m gonna put a shirt on, I just meant I won’t be here when your little fucking high school sweetheart gets here, so don’t bother making a plate for me.” West scowls. “Fuck off.”
He storms past me, slamming the front door closed behind him. I shake my head, opening the fridge again.
I didn’t want him to be here for dinner with Brinley, anyway, so his quick exit saves me having to tell him to fuck off while I spend the evening with my girl.




CHAPTER SIX

BRINLEY
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As is usually the case on a Saturday night, the bar is packed. 
Bristol and I have been running around like crazy, time flying by at the same speed as our hands as we mix drinks and take countless orders as the bar fills.
Ever since we started utilizing the small stage that was tucked in the corner with live music every Friday and Saturday night, business has boomed. The bar was decently active before on the weekends, but the added entertainment made the place far more popular, both with the locals and the college crowd since the nearest university is just a few miles away.
While Bristol and I appreciated the business because of the extra tips, our feet did not.
“Holy crap, I think this is the busiest we’ve been yet!” Bristol shouts to be heard over the music. This band tonight is good. Their set was a mix of originals and classics. Right now, they’re doing their rendition of Jax’s “Victoria’s Secret”, a fun, feel-good girl-power pop number that’s currently all over the radio and social media.
“You know, despite what you think, the world won’t end if you cuss,” Hailey teases, sliding up next to us and jabbing the register open. She shoves the bills in her hand inside and grabs change before slamming it closed. She jams the twenty down in the tip jar we share, and I’m pleased to see it’s close to overflowing.
Hailey doesn’t technically work here, but we ask her to help us out from time to time, especially when it’s as busy as it is now. Hailey’s no-nonsense attitude is perfect for when we need a waitress to manage the floor while we handle the bar.
The last time some guy mistakenly thought it was okay to grab her ass, so she swung her swerving tray at his face like it was a Louisville slugger.
Needless to say, it didn’t happen again.
Bristol rolls her eyes in response, but she doesn’t have time right now to take the bait.
I love my sister, but she is a bit of a nun. It’s not that she can’t cuss, more that she has to be really upset to bring the curse words out of her.
Hailey, meanwhile, has the vocabulary of a sailor.
“What the hell is he doing here?”
I glance up at the contempt in Hailey’s voice and find her glare fixed on something behind me. I follow her gaze, curious to see what had her so disgruntled. My face lights up when I see Lucas and his brother push through the crowd toward us.
“I invited them,” I tell her, finishing collecting the tab I came over to get in the first place.
“Ugh.”
I raise an eyebrow in warning. “Hailey, I told you that you have to be nice to him.”
“I’ll be nice to the one you’re banging, but his asshole brother? No promises.”
“I’m not his biggest fan, either, but we’re trying to let bygones be bygones and start over fresh now that Lucas is back.”
“How nice for you,” she answers sweetly.
I shoot her a look. “I expect you to play nice, too.”
Her gaze flickers to the guys approaching. “Well, you have about two seconds to lower your expectations.”
Bristol snickers and I look back at her, wide-eyed. “You’re supposed to be on my side!”
“I’m sorry, but I’m with Hailey on this one. West is the worst.”
Hailey high fives Bristol, then turns to mean mug West as he and Lucas reach the bar.
Without a word or another glance their way, Hailey flips open the divider and marches out into the crowd.
I guess she couldn’t say anything nice, so she went for the “say nothing at all” option.
I don’t miss the way West watches her leave, a peculiar gleam in his dark blue eyes as he does.
My eyes narrow with suspicion, but then my gorgeous-ass… boyfriend? Ex? Whatever he is, he steals my attention away from the weird vibe between those two.
“Hey, handsome,” I beam, placing a coaster in front of Lucas, then West.
“Hey, beautiful,” he says back warmly, a slow smile tugging at his perfect lips.
His smile has me feeling like a teenager all over again. My face warms and my heart jumps in response.
He’s so incredibly handsome, sometimes it’s hard for me to believe he’s all mine.
He grabs me by the nape, pulling me toward him for a kiss. I meet him halfway, leaning over the polished oak bartop to meet his lips.
I mean for it to be innocent and work-appropriate, but he has other ideas. His tongue sweeps into my mouth and claims control of mine. He answers my hum of pleasure against his lips by pulling me closer, his kiss becoming hungrier, more dominant,more intense.
A wolf-whistle breaks the spell.
I blink my eyes open, blissfully dazed as I pull back to my side of the bar. My lips feel swollen, and I know I’m flushed by how hot my cheeks feel.
Lucas’s eyes are bright with desire. Like he’s seconds away from crawling over this bar and throwing me over his shoulder so we can head somewhere more private and finish what we started.
“What the fuck?” West’s growl breaks the spell we’re under. The stool he was sitting on skids across the floor when he leaps to his feet. Jaw tight and thunderclouds in his eyes, he storms across the bar.
I’m still fogged from that kiss and not sure what’s going on.
Lucas is trying to catch up, too, watching his brother as he goes up to Hailey, grabbing her arm and yanking her away from the guy she was flirting with. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but by the looks on their faces, they’re clearly exchanging angry words.
I do catch the very end of the conversation—Hailey shouting, “Fuck you!” before storming off, and West following her, his jaw locked with determination.
“Um… Should we do something about that?” I ask, worried.
“Nah.” Lucas says easily, appearing mildly amused. “Let ’em work it out on their own.”
I stare at him accusingly. “What do you know that I don’t?”
Lucas shrugs, but he looks decidedly mischievous.
I sigh, but don’t press him for more right now.
“Can I get a beer?” Lucas asks, drawing my attention back to him.
“Of course.” I grab a glass from under the bar and flick the tap, filling it with the IPA he used to drink when we were together. I place the glass in front of him. “It’s on the house,” I say with a wink when he reaches for his wallet.
He picks up the mug, looking at me over the rim holding the glass half-way to his mouth. “You won’t get in trouble?”
I shake my head. My voice is filled with pride when I tell him, “Actually, Bristol and I are in the process of buying this place.”
Surprise flickers across his face as he takes a sip. I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows the beer, the action strangely erotic. His neck is corded with muscle, the white shirt he’s wearing pulling tight against his broad shoulders and strong arms.
Glancing down the bar, I see I’m not the only one who finds his whole vibe sexy as hell. He already has the attention of the women closest to him.
Jealousy flares green and ugly as I catch one ogling him with her teeth sunk into her bottom lip.  She must feel my glare because she turns her attention to me, faltering when she meets my cool gaze.
Back off, lady. He’s mine.
Her gaze flickers his way one last time, but then she turns and quickly diverts her attention elsewhere.
“Damn, if that wasn’t the sexiest thing.”
I flush, looking up at his smirk and realizing Lucas saw that whole interlude. Judging by the heated look he’s giving me, I shouldn’t be too embarrassed. He liked it.
The band announces they’re going to be taking a break, and soon the speakers flood with hip-hop music. Knowing the bar is about to get slammed, I look for Hailey but if she’s come back on the floor, I don’t see her. My gaze fleetingly meets Bristol’s, who’s already rushing around to fill orders for her side.
“I gotta get back to work,” I tell him, leaning in to give him a quick peck.
“You do your thing, baby. I’ll be here.”
His words fill me with such peace, I don’t even understand it.
I give him one more kiss because I can’t resist that mouth, then I shift back into work mode. 
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When closing time finally comes, I’m worn out and so ready to go home.
“God, all I want to do now is take a nice hot shower and pass out,” Bristol groans, taking off her sensible flats and massaging her soles.
“I second that,” Hailey mutters from where she’s lying on top of the bar, one hand on her flat stomach, the other arm thrown over her eyes.
“Is it normally this busy?” Lucas asks.
“It’s always busy during the weekend, but tonight it was on a different level.” I count the money in the till again before placing it in the bank tube and hitting the button, sending the tube flying to the back room where we keep the money. I turn around and head over to him.
Lucas and West both stayed after closing time to help us clean up, which cut the amount of time it would have taken us in half.
“I’m kind of hungry.”
Lucas pulls me to him, hugging me from behind and biting my neck. “Me too, but not for food,” he growls into my ear suggestively.
I shiver.
“Ugh, I’m out.” Hailey slaps her palms down on the bar, pushing herself up and swinging her legs to the side so she can hop down. She gives me a quick hug. “Call me in the morning. And by morning, I mean no sooner than two PM.”
“I know the drill,” I tell her.
Hailey starts to leave but stops when West sidles up to her. “I’ll walk you out.”
Eyebrows hiked, she looks him up and down with absolute contempt. “Um, no thanks. I’m a big girl; I can walk myself out.”
West smiles, but it’s not a nice smile. “I wasn’t asking.”
Thenhe snatches her keys out of her hand and strolls out ahead of her.
Hailey’s jaw hinges open and she stands there staring after him, looking positively murderous. “Did he just…?”
I bite back a smile. “Yep.”
“That son of a bitch.” Without another word, she charges after him.
Bristol sighs and shakes her head. “I’ll see you tomorrow?” she asks, glancing back at me.
I nod, following her to the door to say goodbye and then locking up behind her.
“Oh!” I gasp when I turn back around only to bump into his chest. I didn’t even hear him move.
“Finally, we’re alone.”
Before I can respond, his hungry mouth is on mine. I kiss him back just as hungrily, my arms and legs wrapping around him when he picks me up.
Our tongues fight for control as they duel. He tastes like beer and the chocolate mints he’s been eating, and I can’t get enough of it.
Carefully, he sets me down on the bar with my ass just on the edge, then he pushes me back so I’m leaning on my elbows.
“I’ve been wanting to do this all night,” he growls,yanking down my pants. My panties are the next to go.“Every time I saw a guy look at you as you served them, I wanted to smash their fucking face in. Then I wanted to spread you out just like this, and eat your pussy, just like this.”
He spreads my thighs wide, placing them over his shoulders as he dips his head between my legs. His hot breath on the sensitive flesh causes my tummy muscles to tighten, then the breath is sucked out of me when he makes contact.
His tongue makes a long trail as it licks me from crack to clit. I groan, reaching between my spread thighs to grip his head. He laps at my core ravenously, making me slick both from his tongue and my juices that he coaxes out me with each delicious stroke.
“Oh, God. Lucas!”
He hums in pleasure, holding my hips down as they buck helplessly.
“That’s it, baby. Fucking suffocate me with this pretty cunt. I want you to ride my face until I drown in your pussy juices.”
I moan at his naughty words, clutching the back of his neck tighter and rocking my hips so they match the cadence of his tongue inside me until I’m a shaking, gasping mess.
“Lucas, oh god. Yes. Yes. Right there.”
“Come for me, baby. I want to taste it.”
With those filthy words, my vision goes white as my body seizes, the pleasure too much but not enough at the same time.
Lucas continues to eat me through my climax, his moans of pleasure mixing in with the wet, suckling sounds he makes as he cleans the mess he’s made me make.
I’m boneless in the aftermath of that orgasm, but I force myself up and urge him up by his neck. “Fuck me,” I gasp, needy. “Please. I want to feel you inside me.”
Lucas shudders. “God, Brinley.” He pulls me down, supporting my weight as he holds me and lines his cock up at my entrance.
I wrap my arms around his shoulders for leverage as I tilt my hips up, notching the broad head until it’s just inside me. Lucas grips my ass with both hands, his knees bending as he pulls me down at the same time he surges upward.
The impact is brutal and fucking delicious.
“Oh, God!”
“God can’t give you what you need, baby girl,” Lucas grunts. “But I sure as hell can.”
I think I say something in response, but I can’t be sure. I’m helpless but to hold on for the ride as he controls my body and handles my weight like it’s nothing.
It’s the position I always saw in porn, but never thought I would do in real life. I’m not fat by any means, but I’m also not thin. Yet, Lucas handles my one-hundred-and-fifty-pound body like it’s nothing. His knees braced wide, his arm muscles rippling with a show of brute strength as he tosses me up and down on his cock. My lips slant over his in a messy, hot kiss as our bodies slam together. Our moans and groans mingling together to make the perfect symphony of our lovemaking. His temples gleam with sweat, his eyes squeezed tight as he growls and groans with the pleasure that’s painted on his face.
It makes me feel so womanly and powerful to know I’m making him feel that way.
“Fill me up,” I plead. My heavy-lidded eyes meet his, heady with lust. “Make my pussy drip with your cum, baby. I want to stay full of you.”
“Fuck, Brinley,” Lucas grunts, his gaze feral. It’s intoxicating, the knowledge that I can make him lose control all because I asked him to come inside me.
“Please, Lucas. Please come inside me.”
The sound that escapes him is purely animalistic. A deeply primal noise that promises dominance and so much more.
My lower back meets the bar top with enough force that it makes me wince, but the pain is quickly chased away by heat when Lucas grips my throat, holding me down while he fucks me.
“You going to take my cum like a good girl?”
“Yes,” I rasp, nodding as much as I could against the grip he had around my neck. “Please!”
“Yeah, you will. ’Cause your pussy is hungry for your man’s cum, isn’t it? So fucking sweet, and so fucking mine.”
He bends over me, taking my lips with a hard kiss. I feel him swell inside me, then his entire body shudders as he comes. I feel him coat my walls, feel the way he swells and jerks inside me.
He keeps fucking me even as he’s coming, rasping in my ear on how he wants to flood me. How he wants to keep fucking and coming in me until I feel as if I’m drowning.
And he does.
By the time we’re done, I’ve lost count of how many times he’s filled me with his cum. I feel deliciously full of him even without his cock in me. We’re both sated and slick with sweat as we lay sprawled on the floor by the bar.
“Spread your legs, baby girl.”
I moan pitifully, my inner thigh muscles shaking as I comply.
Lucas stares down at my sore and swollen flesh with reverence. I whimper when he gently spreads me open and uses his thumb to push some of the leaking cum back inside me. There’s so much, my thighs are sticky with it, and I can feel some pooled on the floor beneath me.
“I want you to wear me on you,” he says, bringing his wet thumb to my belly and rubbing the remnants of his cum into my skin.“I want you to fall asleep knowing that you’re my beautiful little cum dump. Then, tomorrow when you wake up, I’ll let you shower. But only after I give you more down your pretty throat.”
I shudder, his filthy words filling me with a potent blend of shame and lust.
It’s with great effort that we finally manage to stand and get dressed.
Lucas helps me wipe down the bar that I’ll never be able to look at the same way again and clean the floor before we head out.
He waits as I lock the door and set the alarm, then he wraps his arm snugly around my shoulders as we walk toward the parking lot.
“Do you want to come back to my place?”
I open my mouth to respond, but a yawn breaks through instead. It’s nearing three in the morning, and between working and having uncontrollable sex, I’m dead on my feet. He watches me in amusement.
“I do, but I’m beat,” I tell him apologetically. 
“It’s okay, baby. I understand.” He tucks a flyway strand behind my ear. I can only imagine what kind of rat’s nest I’m sporting. “I’ll follow you to your place to make sure you get there safely.”
My heart melts at the sweet gesture. “You don’t have to do that.”
His blue eyes glint with amusement. “I know I don’t have to, but I’m going to.”
I shake my head, but don’t push the issue. He’s always been protective; he won’t even let me walk on the side of the sidewalk that’s closest to the street.
“Well, you won’t have to go far.” I point across the street where you can see my complex through the trees a couple of blocks away.
He looks at it, then around the parking lot. Seeing only his bike there, his brows furrow. “Where’s your car?”
“I usually just walk.”
His frown turns into a scowl. He gives me a highly disapproving look. “You walk home by yourself this late at night?”
“It’s literally two blocks away.”
“So?” He growls, tugging me toward his bike. “It’s not safe, Brinley. You should know better.”
I roll my eyes at his overprotectiveness. “I’m perfectly safe, Lucas. I have pepper spray and a taser in my purse in case I need it, and I never have. It’s not like we live in some crime capital.”
He shakes his head, still disapproving. “I don’t fucking like it. Don’t do that anymore. I won’t risk anything happening to you.”
“You know what?” I tell him. “I’ve been doing a fine job keeping myself alive for years without you. I think I’ll be okay.”
“Yeah, well, that was when I wasn’t here to stop you,” he bites out. “Now I’m out, and that sure as hell won’t be happening on my watch.”
“You’re not my keeper, Lucas. I’m not some naïve highschooler anymore. You don’t get to dictate what I do or how I take care of myself.”
He pulls me to a stop by my elbow, turning me to face him. I gulp when he crowds me, his expression dark and fierce. My mouth feels suddenly insanely dry, so I lick my lips and try not to get pulled into his intensity.
“See, baby, that’s where you’re wrong,” he says darkly, his tone making the hair stand up at the nape of my neck. “You belong to me, Brinley. Always have, always will. I know I wasn’taround for you before, but I’m here now, and I’m here to stay. That means things are going to change. You might have had some liberties regarding your safety and wellbeing, but you don’t now. So, you better get used to it.”
My breath hitches when he bows his head so that his eyes are level with mine. Ensuring that I catch the enormity of what he’s about to say.
“You’re going to be my wife. You’re going to have my baby. And you’re going to let me take care of you.”
“And if I don’t?” I whisper shakily. “What if I want to be able to take care of myself?”
He smiles, but it’s bittersweet. “I know you can take care of yourself, baby. You’ve had to for five years. It’s my turn now.”
He cups my jaw, the action feels both tender and ominous, and strangely thrilling. It’s the same feeling I get when I read my romance books; when you know you shouldn’t like the hero and his dominating ways, but do anyway.
I can tell this means a lot to him, and while we may have to work on the way he’s going about it, for now I can let it go.
“Fine,” I say softly, appeasing him. “I won’t walk to work anymore when I’m closing.”
He shakes his head. “You won’t walk anymore, period.”
I sigh. That seems like overkill, not to mention a waste of gas, but I can tell he’s worried about me and won’t let this go. I have to remind myself that while I’ve been living a normal life, he has been in a place where danger was around every corner. It’s all still fresh for him, that’s probably why he feels the pressing need to keep me from harm.
“Fine,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I’ll drive the two blocks to work. Will that make you happy?”
He smiles at my submission. “It’s a start.” He pecks my lips before pulling back, then hands me his helmet. “Put that on your pretty head.”
“I like how you blend your bossiness with a compliment. Very slick,” I say as I take the thing and put it on my head. As I do, I can’t help noticing he’s not wearing a helmet. “You know, for someone who just lectured me about safety, you don’t seem that concerned with yours.” I cock an expectant eyebrow. “Where’s your helmet, mister? Do I detect a double standard?”
He grins back at me when I climb on and grab onto his waist. “You sure do. Now, hold on tight.”
“Jerk,” I mutter.
His laugh is drowned out by the engine when he kicks it awake and rolls out of the lot.
It takes us less than two minutes to get to my place. Lucas “offers” to pick me up later today and drive me home again after my shift.
He waits until I open my door and give him a little wave from inside before driving off.
Being as quiet as I can as to not wake Hailey, I quickly wash my face and brush my teeth. I look at the shower longingly, but I don’t dare. Lucas already reminded me about going to sleep with him still on me before he let me go. He wants me to take a picture of myself in the morning to make sure I listened.
I shiver. I don’t know where this new kink of his came from, but I find it surprisingly sexy. It’s a heady feeling to know that I drive him so insane with lust that he wants to mark me and put a baby in me.
Back in high school, our sex was sweet. I knew he was much more experienced and always worried it wasn’t enough for him, feeling like he was always holding himself back for me.
Clearly, I was right. He no longer treats me like a priceless dish of porcelain like he did back then. Now, he handles my body like a woman he wants to consume.
I crawl into bed and tell myself I did the right thing by coming home, but it doesn’t feel that way.
I miss Lucas.
I just got him back; I want to enjoy the feel of his strong arms wrapped around me.
At the same time, in the years since he left, I’ve gotten pretty used to sleeping alone.
I can’t explain it, but I feel like my entire life is going to change now that he’s back.
It took a while to find my happiness. I graduated high school in a daze of heartbreak and anticipation, abandoned by the man I loved and worried about my future as a single mom. Then, when I lost him and the baby, I felt like I would never touch happiness again.
But I did. I found a job I loved and grew closer than ever to Bristol and Hailey.
I had a good life. A life I could be proud of.
There was always something missing, though. My body couldn’t fully settle without it.
I realize that I don’t have that emptiness inside me anymore, and I know it’s because Lucas is back in my life.
I know there will be bumps in the road, but I know without a doubt that Lucas and I are going to be okay. We just have to relearn each other.
I’m lucky, because I get to fall in love with the same man twice.
With a smile, I roll over and hug the well-loved bear that Lucas gave me for our first Valentine's Day. Knowing I’ll see him in the morning, and the morning after that, and the one after that… I finally find peace and fall asleep. 




EPILOGUE

LUCAS
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“You’re on a boat? But you hate boats,” Brinley says, holding the phone to her ear. It’s a rare Friday night that both Brinley and Bristol aren’t working the bar. Instead, I was finally able to take Brinley out to dinner on a proper date. 
We just finished eating at this new Italian place and were walking back toward my bike when her sister called.
“Oh, of course. Nick wanted to go.” She looks at me and rolls her eyes. “Well, tell yourself a yacht is significantly safer than a boat and try not to worry about it… I don’t know if it’s true, who cares? Just have some fun! Enjoy the yacht and all the free caviar and champagne… or whatever you get on yachts.”
Whatever Bristol says next must have been shocking because Brinley’s steps falter, narrowly avoiding eating shit off the curb if it wasn’t for me catching her.
“I’m sorry. What?!”
I can’t help but laugh at the way her eyes bulge at what she hears.
“Wow. I… don’t really know what to say to that. But listen, Bris, you’ll be fine. You’ve handled the bozos at the bar, you can handle one rich prick.” I catch Brinley’s gaze and gesture for her to get off the phone. “Hey Bristol, I’vegotta go, babe. Keep me updated, though, okay? Call me later? Okay, love you, bye!”
“Sorry about that,” Brinley says as she drops her phone back into her purse. “I wouldn’t usually answer a call on a date, but with Bristol out of town, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”
“Is everything okay?” I ask.
She nods, placing her hand in mine when I hold it out to her.  She snuggles into my side. “Yeah, fine. Bristol’s boyfriend is just being a douche—big surprise, there—and apparently his boss is… mildly sinister or something. I don’t know, she might be worrying over nothing. You know Bristol. She’s just freaking out because Nick—hey, where are you going?” She jerks her thumb over her shoulder. “Your bike is that way.”
“The date isn’t over yet, babe,” I grin. “We still need dessert.”
“I thought I was dessert,” she teases, falling into step beside me.
“Oh, don’t worry. You’re going to be my midnight snack.”
I lead her across the street to my favorite ice cream shop, thankful that the first part of my plan goes off without difficulty. The nights have been hot lately, so there’s a fair amount of people already in line.
I order for us when it’s our turn.
“One scoop of mint chip on a sugar cone, and one strawberry in a waffle cone, please.” My lips twitch when her eyes round in surprise at my knowing her order.
Or rather, remembering her order.
The kid behind the counter can’t be more than sixteen. The same age she was the first time we got ice cream here, the night we first met.
Cones in hand, I lead Brinley out of the ice cream parlor and to one of the yellow metal tables situated outside the store. She gives me another suspicious look when I move so that she’s forced to sit in the chair that would have her back to the store front, instead of the one she originally went to sit in.
“This one is closest to the street. You know my rule, babe.”
Her eyes narrow with playful, undisguised suspicion. “Riiiight.”
A comfortable silence settles over us, both of us enjoying our ice cream and me enjoying the sight of her licking on a strawberry ice cream cone in person after so many years looking at a photograph.
So far, I think I’m doing a pretty good job at not fucking this up, but that could always change.
“Do you remember when the Halloween carnival came here years ago?”
“Of course,” she says with an easy smile. “Bristol was so scared in the haunted house, I thought she was going to swing at the chainsaw guy. She was so mad we’d lied to her about how scary it was, she wouldn’t even sit with me and Hailey when we grabbed food afterward. She sat alone two tables over, eating her sliders and simmering with rage. Hailey was laughing so hard I thought she was going to pee herself.”
Her pink tongue darts out, lapping at the mound of strawberry soft serve. I zero in on the drop of cream at the corner of her lip and how her tongue cleans it up dutifully. It makes me think of last night, and how that pretty mouth and tongue dutifully cleaned up my—
“Lucas?”
My gaze snaps back to hers.
Oh, right. We were talking about the carnival.
Later, buddy, I tell my aching cock, which wholeheartedly agreed that I should take Brinley home and fuck her senseless.
Fuck, it’s been months, but my need for her hasn’t mellowed out in the slightest. I shake my head, chasing the sinful thoughts away so I can focus.
“This was where I knew you were special.”
She gives me a flat stare.
“This is where you knew I was special?” she says, skeptical.
“Yes.” I hold her stare. “It was after we got done with the carnival. We came here to get ice cream, all of us. But I couldn’t keep my eyes off you.”
She glances down at the table we sat at, then twists around to stare at the ice cream shop window. It’s not October yet, so it doesn’t have the drawing of the green ice cream with the sugar cone witch hat on display, but I can tell she’s remembering when it did. Slowly, she turns back to me, a soft smile on her pretty face.
“That was the night we met.”
Holding her gaze, I reach into my pocket and pull out the familiar photograph, sliding it over to her. It’s folded and creased in a way that only happens when a photo’s well-loved. She picks the picture up with trembling fingers. It takes only seconds for her to open it, but it feels like hours.
She looks down and freezes. When she meets my eyes again, tears shimmer like stars in hers.
“I took that picture that night. I’ve treasured it every night since. But it became my lifeline when I was away from you.”
I pick up the picture, smiling fondly at what I see.
It was a candid shot. I remember it vividly. Brinley was about to take a bite when I stole her attention. Her gaze flickered to me, a playfully mischievous look transforming her face as she instead slowly licked around the ice cream, knowing she was taunting me as she did. Her blonde hair was long and straight against the Beetlejuice striped sweater she was wearing.
She looked young and joyful and beautiful. When I heard her laugh, it felt like there was a missing piece in my heart that just slid into place, making me whole for the first time in my life.
I remember it was the first time I ever truly felt content.
I’ve felt it other times since, and each time, I was with her.
Truth is, she’s owned me since that night. There was a visceral part of me that knew immediately I needed to make her mine and never let her go.
But I did, and it was a mistake I’ll never forgive myself for.
“I can’t tell you how many sleepless nights I spent staring down at this photograph, Brinley,” I say hoarsely. “It was all I had of you inside. For a while, I thought it would be the only thing I had of you ever again.”
“Lucas,” she says softly. She blinks and a tear slips down her cheek when I clasp her hand, getting out of my chair to kneel in front of her.
“Maybe I’m the one who did time, but you’re the thief, Brinley. You stole my attention that night and never let it go. You stole my gaze because ever since it landed on you, I haven’t been able to look anywhere else. But most of all…”
By now, we’ve drawn a crowd; recording this moment with their phones, but I don’t pay them any attention. My entire focus is on the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.
“You stole my heart.”
She lets out a little sob when I open the black box that has been burning a hole in my pocket for the last two months and present it to her. Showcasing the small, princess cut diamond sitting atop a platinum band inside, I take it out and hold it in front of her.
“I know we have a lot to work through. I know everything seems to be moving fast, but that’s the thing. Time doesn’t matter to us. I knew the moment I laid eyes on you that you were the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. So, if you take a chance on me, on us, I promise I will spend every fucking moment of it striving to be worthy of your love. Brinley, will you—”
“Yes!” she exclaims happily, cutting me off. The crowd around us laugh.
“You didn’t let me finish,” I complain, but I can’t stop grinning.
“Well, then hurry up!”
“Brinley, will you marry—”
“Yes!”
This time, I don’t even try to finish. As soon as I slide the ring on her finger, she comes crashing into me, crying happily against my lips as she kisses me. Behind us, the crowd whoops and claps.
“Take me home, Lucas,” she whispers in my ear, clutching me tightly to her.
“You are my home,” I tell her seriously. “It’s always been you.”
I don’t know what I did to deserve this second chance, but I’m grateful for it. Because right here, this moment, is the happiest I’ve ever been, the happiest I’ll ever be.
Until she has my baby, that is.

THE END
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Lily 
My intense fear of alphas runs deep. So deep in fact, I was convinced I'd never find a mate. But Rowan had other plans. The big alpha with dark brown eyes and a kind heart both shocked and thrilled me when he asked my father for my hand. I just hope I can keep my demons in the past and not let them destroy my future.
Rowan
I used to think Lily was shy. Sheltered by her beta parents to the point of paranoia. But now that I have permission to take her, claim her, fill her with my young, I can feel something much darker lingering in corners of her mind. I don't know who hurt her, but I won't rest until my sweet omega is safe.

Note From the Author: Spring Blossom is an omegaverse love story. TW/CW include: Never been kissed, Primal kink, Praise kink, Hurt/Comfort, Discussions\memories of sexual assault (by a secondary character), Discussion about difficulty conceiving, Violence, Descriptions of anxiety/panic attacks/past trauma, Virgin/very inexperienced (female omega). 





LILY'S BEDROOM

LILY
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"Are you nervous?" Summer asked, pulling the brush through her long blonde hair. It was still frizzy even though she had been brushing it for the last twenty minutes. The young omega had managed to play with every object on my vanity, not touching the bouquet she was supposed to trim.  
"A little." I forced a smile. In truth, I was so nervous that I hadn't eaten properly in days. 
"You're going to look amazing." Summer looked at my dress with a longing expression. 
The red knee-length gown hung from my wardrobe. The silky, red fabric was fitted at the bodice and flared from the waist. Tiny beads decorated the waist and neckline, making it shimmer. The fact that I was going to get to wear something so lovely still felt like a dream. While I grew up with everything I ever needed, my parents were simple bakers. My clothes were plain and functional. But my bonding dress looked almost magical. 
Summer leaned in and dropped her voice. "Have you seen his thing yet?" Her bright blue eyes widened with excitement. 
My mouth dropped in shock. "You are far too young to be asking questions like that!" 
"You're only two years older than me." She playfully swatted my arm with the back of the heavy wooden brush. 
I settled my hands on my hips, glaring at the youngling. “You’re supposed to be trimming those flowers, Miss Still Underage."
"I'm only underage until the end of spring," she pouted, looking every bit the child she was. 
Ignoring her, I pulled my hair tie out and threaded my fingers through my black tresses. It had been a very long day of preparations, and my scalp hurt from wearing it up for so long. Like a bee to honey, my eyes pulled back to my dress. By this time tomorrow, I would be mated. I was barely able to contain a squeal of excitement. 
"I cannot wait to be an adult." Summer tossed the brush onto my bed and picked up a hair ribbon, tying her hair up. "Only two cycles of the Moon, and then I'll be free to kiss whoever I want." 
I laughed. "As if your father would let you run around, ruining your reputation." 
"Just you wait," Summer smirked, her blue eyes bright at the idea of her sordid future. "I plan on being wild. I'm going to kiss all the alphas and maybe even a few betas." 
"Your lips are going to fall off," I teased. 
"Sounds like you'll be very busy." My best friend, Mina, pushed my bedroom door open, her arms loaded with a mountain of red tulle and a sewing box. She leaned forward and kissed my cheek, then blew another to Summer. The young omega pretended to catch it, pressing it to her heart. 
"How is Ivor?" I asked. 
Mina sighed as if caught in a dream. "He's wonderful," she hummed, letting the tulle fall to the floor. 
She was mated only this winter, and I swore she hadn't stopped smiling since. She floated. She was all wavy dark hair, wide eyes, and pure bliss. And every time I saw her and Ivor together, they were touching as if even an inch of separation was torture. Honestly, it seemed a bit inappropriate at times, but I couldn't blame them. They didn't get to court. Their union was sudden and scandalous, and I prayed my mating to Rowan would be just as passionate. 
Mina pulled my dress off the hanger, then motioned me forward. I had lost some weight over the last few weeks, forcing her to make alterations. I simply couldn't find my appetite. 
Pulling off my fluffy pink robe, I stepped into my dress. Mina quickly cinched the waist, giving my small bust a lovely shape. I turned to look in the mirror, and the reality of what was coming slammed into me. I clasped my right hand over my wrist, letting my thumb run down the thin scar along the side. I had spent weeks bouncing between pure excitement and deep-seated fear. It was exhausting. 
"You know," Mina hummed, smoothing the fabric down my hips, "I did an excellent job on this, if I don't mind saying so myself."
I smoothed my hands over the soft lace along the bodice. "It's the most amazing gift.” I leaned into my friend, hoping she could feel my deep gratitude. “I can never thank you enough for making me such a perfect dress." 
She blushed and hugged me hard before looking at my reflection in the mirror. 
I looked so grown. Not a pup, but a woman. And even though I was twenty-one, a part of me still felt like a baby. Too young to take a mate. 
"Your waist is so tiny," Summer said, turning to Mina and poking her middle. "I'm a little surprised Ivor hasn't put a pup in you yet." 
My hand moved on its own, settling over my flat stomach. 
A flicker of excitement bloomed inside my chest, making my heart quicken. I always wanted to be a mother, and Rowan was a good, honorable alpha. For the longest time, I had only known him by reputation, but since he started courting me, I had learned all the rumors of his kindness and patience were true.  He was going to be an amazing father. 
"Stop staring at my stomach." Mina glared playfully at me. My eyes snapped to her annoyed pout. "I am not with child." 
I pressed my lips together, a little embarrassed at being caught staring. "Sorry," I mouthed. 
"Besides," she said, returning to her work. "Ivor only wants one, and I am more than okay with that. We're taking our time. Enjoying one another." 
"Agreed," Summer nodded fiercely. "One. If that." 
My mind wandered as I traced the soft lace around my middle. What if Rowan only wanted one pup? What if he didn't want any? It was rare for an alpha not to want a mess of pups, but it did happen. 
I suddenly felt stupid for not having such an important conversation with him. He had been courting me for only a few months—which was typical for our kind—but our families didn't move in the same circles. We didn’t have much of an opportunity to get to know each other as well as we probably should. 
"Why do you want pups so bad?" Summer asked, fanning herself with one of my notebooks. I snatched it from her, thankful she hadn't opened it. It was filled with little sketches of Rowan's name surrounded by poorly drawn flowers. Greatly embarrassing given my age. 
"I'm an only child," I said simply, tucking my notebook securely inside a drawer. "It gets lonely sometimes." I wanted to add that it didn't help that both my parents were betas, but I kept my mouth shut. Their status didn't bother me, but the uncommon occurrence of betas birthing anything other than more betas meant they had no idea what to do with me. 
Summer secured a barrette in her hair, pinning her wild mane out of her face. "I wish I had the chance to be lonely. There is never a moment of silence in my house. With seven kids, it's impossible even to think sometimes."
"I just want a house full of young," I said. "I want my kids to have someone that understands them and can help them…in case…."
"Should they be born different from you or Rowan?" Mina asked, giving me an understanding look. 
I sighed hard, twisting my fingers together. "My mother has tried so hard to guide me. She really has," I added quickly, not wanting to seem ungrateful for everything my parents had done for me. "But betas are so different from omegas. We have very different needs and expectations within the pack."
Mina channeled her fingers through my hair, soothing me. Even Summer went quiet. 
Lowering my voice, I whispered, "She tried to talk to me about what to expect when mating an alpha." I grimaced at the memory. 
Summer laughed loudly, leaning in. "Please, oh, please tell me what she said." 
"It was horrible," I groaned, my eyes cutting nervously to the bedroom door. "She sat me at the kitchen table then rambled on about knots and ruts and heats. All I could do was stare at her forehead as her whole face went beet red." 
Mina snorted loudly, then covered her mouth with her hands. "The very idea of your wildly conservative mother saying the word 'knot' makes me want to gag." 
"You and me both," I shot. "I barely listened. I just nodded and prayed it would be over quickly. It was so much worse than when she told me where pups came from." 
"You know," Summer said, trying to contain her giggle, "you have to respect her for trying to warn you."
"I guess." I shook my head, trying to shove away the image of my mother making a fist and stuttering wildly while trying to explain a knot. I knew what a knot was. I had friends who were mated and had a good understanding of the basics. And honestly, that was enough for me. 
"Will you and Rowan try for a pup immediately?" Mina asked. 
"We haven't talked about it yet," I admitted. "But I hope so. I want a dozen fat babes. I just adore their squishy cheeks and little chubby hands." 
"More like snotty noses and sticky hands," Summer said flatly. 
Mina held a needle up to her face, carefully threading it. "I take it your sisters have been making you babysit again?" 
"I come from a big family," Summer said as if we didn't already know, "and between my sisters and me and the twins, my mother's hair has gone white, and my father doesn't have a stitch on his head to call his own. He's been bald since he was twenty-five. So be careful what you wish for, Lily." 
"Don't pretend that has anything to do with your kin," I snorted. "Everyone knows what a hard time you give your mother."
"That's true." Mina fussed with the buttons along the back of my dress. "You need to settle, or you'll ruin your reputation before you're even old enough to have one." 
"Who needs a reputation when you can have fun?" Summer laughed, not bothered in the least. I loved how carefree she was, and I couldn't wait to meet the alpha that could handle her. 
Mina pulled at the material along my back, securing it into place. The whole dress suddenly fit like a dream—snug in all the right places. "Are your parents excited for tomorrow?" 
"I think they're relieved that a respectable alpha pursued me so quickly. I'm no longer a burden to them." 
Mina swatted my hip. "You have never been a burden, and you know it. Your parents adore you." 
"And I adore them, but that doesn't stop alphas from being dangerous to unclaimed omegas." I squeezed my wrist. "I don't have any alpha kin to keep unruly suitors in their place, and I'm very lucky someone as respectable as Rowan chose to claim me." 
"He's the one that's lucky." Mina crossed her arms. "You are a dream, and if he's smart, he'll know that too." 
I smiled wide at her sweet compliment. Rowan truly was a treasure. So kind and loving toward me. I just prayed it wasn't an act. 
"Lily," Summer's sweet voice pulled me from my thoughts. "You know Rowan would never hurt you." Her eyes fell down the length of my arm, watching me trace my scar. "My family knows him and his kin very well. They're all really good people. Not all alphas are bad." 
I released my wrist and spoke in my most cheery voice, "I know.” My throat was suddenly very dry. "I adore Rowan. I really do. I just get nervous sometimes." I swallowed hard, trying like crazy not to become emotional. "I just don't know what it's like to live with an alpha. I don't know what to expect, and I'm…a little nervous,” I repeated.
"I think you'll be surprised to find how gentle alphas can be," Mina pushed my hair forward to fix the buttons at the top. "Have you and Rowan had a chance to get to know one another?" 
I knew what she was asking, and my face warmed. 
"I guess that is a much nicer way of asking if you've seen his thing." Summer let out a hearty laugh, not a drop of shame on her pretty face. 
"You did not ask that!" Mina gasped. 
"I did." Summer smirked, holding her head high. "And she refused to answer." 
Mina tutted the young omega. "One day, you will find an alpha that will control that sass, and I do not envy him." 
Summer winked at Mina before turning her fierce energy back to me. "I just can't believe Rowan hasn't snatched you up and ravished you in the temple gardens." 
"Who does that?" I balked, my mouth hanging open in shock. Summer gave Mina a very pointed look, and my friend's cheeks went bright red. "Mina!" I gasped. I simply couldn't imagine anyone doing that where someone might see. "Your mate is a downright animal." 
Mina smiled wide, despite the blush moving over her ears and down her neck. "Given that our mating was a little…sudden," she scrunched her nose up with pure bliss at the memory, "we've been making up for the things we missed. Ivor is eager. Not an animal," she quickly added, but the color in her cheeks said otherwise. 
I crossed my arms, judging her. "You are scandalous. And Ivor is a beast. Everyone knows he took you during that snow storm, not the rushed, private bonding afterward." 
She bit her bottom lip before continuing, "We might have skipped a few points of etiquette—"
"Like a ceremony," Summer cut in. 
"But things were a little out of our control." 
"Like your hormones," I shot. 
"And I wouldn't change any of it for the world." 
"Would you still have your mom walk in while Ivor was rutting you?" Summer smiled wide. 
I laughed. I couldn't help it. I laughed until my ribs hurt. 
"That is not what happened!" Mina smacked Summer's arm hard, making the youngling pout. "My mother did not walk in on us," she said in a harsh whisper, acting as if the whole village might overhear us.
"It's true," I doubled over, clutching my side. "My dad walked in on them!" 
Summer and I fell into a full-on fit of giggles. Mina scowled, then bashfully smiled, finally laughing with us. "It was horribly embarrassing," she whined. 
"And you call me a tart," Summer teased, sticking her tongue out. 
A soft knock on the door made me jump. I rushed to it, worried we were being too loud. "Lily, sweetie," my mother said, slowly pushing the door open. "You have a visitor." 
My heart thundered in my chest with both excitement and a flurry of nerves. My closest friends were sitting on my bed which meant there was only one other person it could be. 
Rowan. 
Mother looked lovingly at my dress, then tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. Her eyes were tired and dark, and her black hair was a little unkempt. She had been working very hard to make my ceremony perfect. My parents didn't have the means to throw something as extravagant as Rowan's family might expect. But my parents tried, and I loved them for it. 
"I told Rowan you can talk to him for a few minutes on the porch," she squeezed my hand lovingly, "but no sneaking off. I know you're about to be mated, but it's still inappropriate for you two to be alone." 
"I'll be quick," I said, opening the door wide enough to step through it. 
"Lily!" Summer gasped. "Your dress! He can't see it." 
Not wanting to keep him waiting, I rushed across my room and grabbed my robe, but the moment I stepped into the hallway, dread settled heavy in my gut. I had never been alone with Rowan before. What did he want that couldn't wait until morning? Did he change his mind about mating me?
Our little cabin suddenly felt teeny, the front door greeting me far too quickly. I pulled it open and stepped onto the small porch. The scent of spring blossomed all around me, making the air sweet and inviting. Rowan stood in the grass with his back to me. His enormous body somehow seemed even bigger in the dim moonlight. I pulled the door shut, and he turned to me. 
The second our eyes met, my skin tingled with a warm, soft energy. 
He smiled that slow sexy smile that revealed a dimple in his cheek and a glimpse of his straight, white teeth. His dark eyes sparkled, and a bit of my nerves drifted away. 
"Good evening, Alpha," I whispered, clutching the front of my robe just under my chin. 
He was clean-shaven, despite it being past sundown, and the slight burn of whiskey drifted toward me. His friends probably threw a party to celebrate. While omegas tended to hate the tradition of getting very drunk on the eve before bonding, most alphas enjoyed it. 
"Omega Lily." He bowed his head. His expression grew intense as he moved toward me. I took a step back, keeping the space between us respectable. Thankfully, he didn't come any closer. I was sure both my parents were watching us carefully from the living room window. 
"You look," his gaze fell down my body, then back up to my face, "lovely."
It was suddenly impossible to look him in the eye. The horrid conversation my mother lept to the front of my mind, staying put. Learning about all the carnal things alphas do to omegas made it hard to breathe around my soon-to-be mate. How did people live knowing these kinds of things?
"You always look lovely." Rowan's voice was deep and smooth. 
I smiled, and my pulse quickened once again as I waited to hear what he wanted. But he didn't say anything else. In fact, looked as if he were in a trance, and I wondered if I popped him on the nose if he'd even flinch. 
I couldn't stand the silence a moment longer. 
"So…" I said, not exactly sure where my sentence was going but needing to fill the space between us with something. But my brain stopped there, and nothing else left my mouth. The single word just hung in the air, a reminder of just how uncomfortable I was. 
Rowan stared intensely at my mouth and I took another step back. His attention seemed to snap, and he quickly slipped his hand into his pocket. "I brought you something." He pulled out a small box wrapped in red paper. It didn't escape me that the color almost exactly matched my dress. 
He placed the gift in my hand, watching my expression carefully. 
My heart fluttered at the sight of the poorly tied ribbon. He had clearly wrapped it himself "You didn't have—"
"I did," he said quickly, his eyes flashing in the moonlight. "There's so much I want to give you. And I wanted to have this delivered in the morning, but…." He smiled, his mannerisms almost bashful. It was so odd to see such a big, strong alpha look so young and timid, and it made me want to squeal that I made him act this way. "I needed to see you tonight. Even for a moment, and this was a good excuse." 
I bit my bottom lip, his intense gaze making my cheeks warm. 
"Open it," he whispered. 
With one pull, the ribbon fell away, and I lifted the snug lid. A pair of stunning pink earrings sparkled up at me. The small stones dangled from silver spokes. They were breathtaking. 
"They match the bracelet I gave you at the winter festival." He tucked his hands behind his back. "I know you don't wear jewelry often, but I thought you might wear the bracelet and earrings tomorrow." He smoothed down the front of his shirt, the dark color complementing his dark complexion.
"Rowan." My mouth hung open while I tried to find my words. They were gorgeous, but my ears weren't pierced, and I didn't want to embarrass him. While his generosity touched me, the pretty earrings only reminded me how little we knew each other. "Thank you," I whispered, placing my hand over my heart. "Thank you so much." 
Rowan raised his hand as if he was going to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, and I jerked, quickly brushing my hair over my shoulder to keep him from touching me. It was a horrible reaction to have toward such a sweet alpha, and shame replaced fear, making the backs of my eyes burn with tears. 
I hated being like this, and I had to get over it. By this time tomorrow, we would be mated, and I would be claimed. And no matter my fears, I was determined to be a good mate for him, but it was just so hard to shake a feeling growing inside you for so many years. 
Rowan glanced at my ear, and his smile fell. "Your ears aren't pierced," he whispered to himself. 
I shook my head, moving toward him. I was so close that the heat from his broad chest warmed me. "Please don't be mad. The earrings are so lovely." 
"I apologize," he said quickly. "I thought…" He pushed a hand through his short, clipped hair. "I thought it was a good gift." 
"It's a wonderful gift. Please don't think I don't love them," I implored, hoping he could see my sincerity. "I'm just sorry I can't wear them." I held out the box for him to take. 
He shook his head, refusing to take it. "Please," he said softly, "keep them." 
I tilted my head, trying not to offend or anger him. I had only angered one alpha in my life, and I'd never make that mistake again. "But I can't wear them," I whispered, struggling to meet his eyes. 
"Yes, but perhaps Mina can sew them into your dress or something like that." He rubbed the back of his neck. "That's stupid, isn't it?"
"No, no. That would be wonderful." I held the little box to my chest. "I'll find some way to wear them tomorrow. I promise." 
As if filled with a renewed energy, Rowan closed the space between us so fast I flinched as he touched my cheek. "I cannot wait to be bound to you." Then he leaned in and pressed his mouth to mine. 
I remained completely still, not sure what to do. 
I had kissed my parents on the cheek and nuzzled other omegas, but this was entirely new. His lips were so soft against mine, his big hands cradling my entire face. He felt so strong and controlled, holding me to him. It was lovely and terrifying at the same time. 
And I wanted more. 
He tilted my head a bit, slotting our lips together, then he hummed. The slightly sweet taste of whiskey lingered on my lips, followed by his rich masculine scent. Cedar and sweet moss wrapped around me, pulling me into a warm sense of safety and calm. My wolf was alight with a shocking desire to press up against him. I needed to be impossibly closer. 
Slowly, Rowan pulled back, pressing his forehead against mine. "I cannot wait to see you tomorrow," he whispered, brushing his thumb over the column of my neck. 
A little dizzy, I hummed in response. 
"I will dream about you tonight," he whispered, moving his hand down my arm and circling it around my wrist. He squeezed ever so slightly, and fear so thick and real erupted from my chest. The fierce memory of glowing red eyes and pointed fangs burst into the front of my mind, and I jerked back. 
Rowan's scent was suddenly too much, making it hard to think or breathe. Feeling dangerously overwhelmed, I turned and rushed inside, Slamming the door behind me. 




THE NEXT DAY

ROWAN
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"Will you sit down?" Ivor groaned, watching me pace. He stretched his long legs, easing deeper into the weirdly bright yellow couch. "This sitting room is far too small for someone your size to be stomping back and forth."  
"I wish you could have seen her face last night," I said, raking my nails through my hair and scratching my scalp. "She was scared of me." 
Ivor snorted, pushing his long blond hair out of his face. "There's no way. She's just nervous. She's the daughter of a couple of shopkeepers. I'm sure she's not used to so much fuss." He narrowed his eyes at a vase overflowing with far too many tulips. Every flat surface in the small room seemed to hold a massive arrangement of flowers. 
"No," I said, crossing my arms. "I'm telling you, she was scared of me. But I don't know why."
"Did you ask her?"
"I didn't get a chance. She practically ran inside." I scrubbed my face. "You know, when I first approached her last winter, she was very skittish, but for the last month, she's been calm and friendly, even happy to see me. I thought her nerves when it came to alphas were just because she didn't grow up around us. But this wasn't nerves." The memory of her dark eyes widening, bursting with terror, consumed me. "It was fear." 
"Maybe the kiss was overwhelming. Omegas are sensitive, and I doubt she's ever been touched like that." He pulled at the collar of his shirt. "Or maybe she just hated the earrings."
I groaned, sitting down next to him. "How did I not know her ears weren't pierced?"
"Hell, if I know," he snorted. "You spend every waking moment staring at her." 
I stood and crossed the room once more, then back again. My dress shirt was suddenly too tight, and my slacks were overly stiff. I hated wearing my dress uniform, but I was also thankful to be a member of the guard. It would have been infinitely worse to wear a full-on suit this time of year. 
A soft knock on the door made me rush across the room, and I ripped it open, the doorknob rattling hard in my grasp. Nix, Mina's younger brother, looked past me at Ivor. "Mina says it's time."
Ivor stood, adjusting his collar. 
"Rowan," Mina's soft voice drifted toward me as she rounded the corner. Her eyes went wide as she almost ran into Nix, and a nervous laugh bubbled from her throat. "You startled me!" she giggled, edging around both of us to get to her mate. 
Ivor kissed her, whispering how lovely she was. Mina blushed, fluttering her eyelashes at him. I couldn't wait to hold Lily like that. 
"Lily wanted me to give you this," Nix said, holding out a small note. He cut a weary look at Ivor, grimacing as the alpha kissed his sister again. "She gave it to me without a seal or envelope." He held up his hands. "I promise I didn't read it." 
"I made sure," Mina quickly added. Ivor pulled at her waist, hugging her from behind. They were hard to watch sometimes. 
Nix grumbled at his sister, pushing his dark brown hair out of his eyes. He looked just like Mina. Wavy hair, brown eyes, and the exact same nose. There was no denying they were kin. 
I smoothed my hands over the soft, cream-colored parchment. Perhaps Ivor was right, and the kiss was a bit much for Lily's innocent heart. Or maybe she was upset about the earrings, or maybe she was scared of mating me.
I took a deep calming breath and then opened the note. 
Summer helped me with the earrings. When you see them, I hope they look as lovely as you had hoped. xoxo, Lily
I ran my thumbs along the edge of my belt for the hundredth time, waiting for the temple doors to open. The packed room of family and high-standing wolves whispered among themselves, waiting. Finally, the priest chimed the bell, and the heavy wood door was pulled open. All thought fell from my head as my soon-to-be mate appeared. 
Lily walked toward me in a red dress made of sin. It hugged her in wicked places, pushing her breasts up and out and teasing the top curve of her ass. She normally dressed plain but sweet—her clothes let her natural beauty shine through: her soft lips and dark eyes, long lashes that touched her high cheekbones, and her silky black hair. It didn't matter what she wore because her features outshined everything else in the room. 
But this dress….
My sweet omega came to a stop next to me, then tipped her head up, looking deep into my eyes. Her pulse fluttered wildly in the vein in her neck as she slipped her freezing fingers into my hands. I took in her blushing cheeks and rose-tinted lips. Then I noticed her ears.
She was wearing the earrings I got her. 
Unable to help myself, I grazed the bottom of her soft earlobe, brushing the pink stone. They complemented her soft complexion. 
Lily smiled wide, biting her bottom lip. "Mina put clasps on them so I can wear them." 
The priest cleared her throat, and we both turned to her. 
The ceremony was quick. We both recited our promises, Lily's mother read a poem, and my sister sang a song. I honestly didn't hear much, too busy staring at the gorgeous omega that was about to be my mate. 
Finally, the priest declared us bonded and asked us to kiss to prove our affection to the pack. Lily's lashes raised, her eyes wide as they took in the crowd around us. For a brief moment, the same look from last night shone through her dark eyes. My wolf growled at her slight distress. The urge to scoop her up and run away was all-consuming, but there was nothing I could do. 
Ivor was right. This was all too much for my sweet omega, and I suddenly wished we had bonded in a simple ceremony with only family and close friends. 
Feeling everyone's eyes on us, I leaned in and softly kissed her. Lily's lips trembled against mine and when I pulled back, tears glistened in her eyes. I hated myself for putting her through this. 
A chorus of bells chimed, and we walked down the long aisle as the crowd clapped and cheered. Once outside, Lily sighed deeply, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. The cool spring air was a welcome change from the stuffy heat inside the temple. 
She brushed a few tears away and then looked up at me. 
"Are you okay?" I whispered. 
She nodded, clasping her hands in front of her. She looked so small. "I didn't expect so many people in such a small space. The smell of so many alphas was…a bit much." 
"Lily!" Summer squealed, bursting out of the temple and straight into Lily's arms. "It was all so lovely!" She leaned, whispering rather loudly. "Would you and your new mate like to tour the temple gardens before the party starts?"
Lily's mouth fell open, and she stuttered out a quick "no" before pushing the young omega away so she could hug Mina and greet Ivor and Nix. 
The rest of the guests poured out of the temple, shaking my hand and greeting Lily. Even though the village wasn't as big as some, mine and Lily's families didn't move in the same circles, and I spent quite a bit of time introducing her to my father's colleagues from the packhouse and my brothers in the guard. She was sweet and complimentary, saying all the right things. 
She was perfect. 
"Rowan!" Dage's unmistakable voice boomed as he slowly exited the temple.
I smiled wide at the older alpha, shaking his hand. He was an advisor to Pack Alpha Caz, just like my father. I had known him my whole life. He was stern, loud, and had many opinions that he freely shared at every opportunity. 
"Where's Luca?" I asked, looking for his son. While we were around the same age and joined the guard at the same time. We were never more than just acquaintances, but I still expected him to attend. 
"We thought it best he not come," Dage whispered, his eyes flickering to Lily. 
Swallowing hard, she squeezed her wrist, angling away from us so I couldn't see her face. The sharp scent of distress mixed with her sweet cherry blossom scent. It sent my senses into overdrive. The need to protect my mate from any threat that scared her pushed hard at my shoulders. 
I turned back to Dage. "Why would it be best that Luca not come?" I asked, studying the tick in his jaw. 
Dage opened his mouth but immediately stopped, smiling wide and patting my shoulder. "It's so good to see you mated and happy." He squeezed my arm, then marched off, not giving Lily a second glance. 
Placing my fingertips on her elbow, I pulled her gently to me. "What was that about?"
She shook her head slightly, her eyes still firmly on her feet. 
"Lily," I whispered, leaning down and forcing her to look at me. Her eyes widened slightly at how close I was, but she didn't back away. "I just need you to be okay." 
Her lips parted, and her little tongue brushed over her bottom lip. "I…uh…he…."
"My sweet baby." Lily's mother, Charis, stepped out of the temple, dabbing her eyes with a small white handkerchief. My parents followed, my own omega mother blowing her nose. Charis grabbed her daughter's hands and kissed her cheeks. "I can't believe you're mated." 
Lily's father, Samuels, shook my hand with a proud smile on his face. I nodded at my new father, and he quickly bowed low in return. Just like Lily, he had a calm demeanor and was soft-spoken. 
"Rowan," Samuels smiled, "my new son. Take care of my little girl." 
I bowed again, squeezing his hand to reassure him. "I give you my word." 
Charis turned to me, placing her hand on my forearm. Her expression fell from one of joyful sadness to twisted with fear and worry. "Promise?" she whispered. 
The tremor in her voice caught me off guard, and I jerked slightly. "Of course. I will always protect her." 
Lily grabbed her mother's shoulders, guiding her away from me. "Of course, he will, mama," she whispered. "Rowan would never let anything happen to me." 
Samuels forced a smile, then quickly followed them. I narrowed my eyes at Lily's back. There was something here that wasn't being said. Fear and anger thumped in my veins at the thought of something bad happening to Lily, but I couldn't see any other reason for their odd reaction. Once I was able to get Lily alone and complete our mating, I would be able to find out. I just needed to be patient with my mate. 
The party overflowed with food, dancing, and even more wine. People chatted at little tables situated under the trees or danced on the large patio. The lush garden of lilies, roses, and a smattering of wildflowers were illuminated by lanterns hanging from poles and lining the pathways. 
Lily sat at a small wrought iron table on the other side of the garden. Mina sat on one side of my mate and Summer on the other. Lily smiled politely as Mina and Summer talked, but her eyes kept darting around the crowd. 
A heavy slap landed on my back, followed quickly by a drink pushed into my hand. "Well," Ivor said, scanning the mess of people in front of us. "It's all over. The ceremony was…" he paused, pretending to think, "...long." 
I chuckled, my attention pulling back to Lily. She didn't look very happy. Her mouth was set in a polite smile, but her eyes….she looked tired. "Does Lily look okay to you?"
"She's gorgeous. Not as gorgeous as my mate, but still gorgeous." He popped the top two buttons on his shirt. "Now, if you'll excuse me. I need to dance with my mate. Her dress is far too short and needs exploring." 
Ivor winked at me, then pushed through the crowd, practically racing to Mina. He pulled his mate away from the table, both of them pawing at each other before they even made it to the dance floor. 
Lily's shoulders hunched forward as she watched them disappear into the crowd. 
"Go ask her to dance," my father said, stepping up behind me. His voice was as big as him. Loud and commanding. 
"She looks miserable." I narrowed my eyes, wishing I could see into her head. 
He laughed, and I turned to him. He had a tumbler of whiskey in one hand and a cigar in the other. "Do you think your mother was happy when we mated?" 
"Of course," I said, a little shocked. My parents were so happy together. It was hard to picture them any other way. "I always assumed she was thrilled to mate you." 
"Fuck, no!" He laughed again. My father wasn't a drinker, and the whiskey worked him over rather quickly. He pointed at Lily, not being discreet in the least. "That little omega is terrified. Her parents are betas which means she has no fucking clue what to expect being mated an alpha. And you." He pushed his finger into my chest, a goofy smile on his face. "You're standing all the way over here chatting up your friends instead of lavishing her with attention. Go dance with her. Kiss her. Omega's need affection. Go be a good mate!" 
I sighed hard, realizing my shortcomings. It was the earrings all over again. I wasn't paying attention. "You're right." 
"Of course, I'm fucking right!" 
My mother's voice carried over the crowd as she yelled at my father, "How much have you had to drink?" Dad whipped around, his eyes wide. 
I rushed off, not interested in listening to her scold him. She harassed him endlessly about what he ate, when he slept, and if he was stressed. He complained about her fussing, but he also loved it. Mother simply adored him and wanted to keep him for as long as possible. 
Lily looked up as I approached and our eyes locked. A slow, sweet smile spread across her face, and everything went quiet. She was the only thing in existence anymore. My beautiful mate. 
"Lily," I said, holding out my hand. Her big eyes sparkled as she looked up at me. "May I have this dance?"
She ducked her head for a moment before whispering a quick "yes" and slipping her hand into mine. 
The dance floor was crowded, everyone enjoying the lively music. 
I stayed near the edge of the dance floor, trying to keep some distance from everyone so Lily wouldn't be too overwhelmed. Encircling my arm around her waist, I held her gently. It was the closest we had ever been to each other. My resolve to be patient, and wait for the end of the party to take her to our new home suddenly became razor thin. 
"I didn't think you'd ever ask me to dance," Lily said, tipping her chin up to look at me. She was a little over a foot shorter than me and smelled un-fucking-believable. Sugared honey and cherry blossoms. The intoxicating aroma was so thick this close, and it made my canines tingle.
"You were talking to your friends. I didn't want to be rude." 
"Well, I'm glad you changed your mind." She smiled sweetly, and I pulled her a little closer. Her body pressed against my chest, and a shiver worked through her. My wolf grew restless, urging me to claim my mate. 
"Rowan," she whispered, her fingers trembling as they lay flat against my chest. "I know we should wait for the speeches, but…." Her cheeks blushed a violent red, and she looked everywhere but at my face.
Realization hit me, and I leaned down into her ear. "Are you wanting to leave?"
Forcing herself to look up, she bit that perfect plump, pink lip. Then she shocked me by nodding. 






A NEW HOME

LILY
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My palms dripped with sweat, but Rowan didn't seem to notice. His fingers twisted around mine. Proof of just how big he was was evident in how his thick fingers spread mine apart very wide.  
I tipped my chin all the way to see his face. A faint trace of a red glow burned through his brown irises. His beast was ready to consume his prey…me. 
Why did that excite me?
While I was thankful that Rowan let me sit with my parents and talk to my friends before calling it an evening, I was eager to start my new life with him. When he kissed me last night, something inside me cracked open. A need to be near and with the alpha kept me up all night. I had never felt this way before. 
Rowan pulled me to a stop in front of a small cabin. I looked around, surprised to see we were in the main part of the village housing. Mina and Ivor's home was only three doors down, and Summer's parents were at the end of the road. 
"You look surprised," Rowan said, squeezing my hand gently. 
I pushed out a nervous laugh. "I expected us to live near your parents." 
"Only the high-ranking officials live there," he said. "I'm just a lowly guard." We both knew that wasn't true. Who your parents were was very important, and mine were considered lowly as far as influence went. Rowan leaned down into my ear, "I thought you'd like to live near your friends." 
My chest warmed, and I smiled at my kind alpha. 
"Come, my omega," he said, his voice a little husky. 
My pulse quickened, and I inhaled deeply, readying myself to complete our bonding. Rowan pulled me inside and through the living room. I didn't stop to look at anything, too nervous about what was waiting at the end of the hall.  
A huge bed sat in the center of the room covered in heavy blankets and pillows. My eyes pulled to two familiar quilts folded neatly at the foot of the bed. I released Rowan's hand and walked to them. One of the blankets was from when I was a pup, and the other I had slept on every night since I presented as an omega. The comforting scent of something so familiar made the tension in my shoulders ease a bit. 
"I asked your mother to bring them," Rowan whispered. He placed a hand on my hip, and my skin tingled, my abs tensing. I was so aware of his every movement and breath. I was both scared and excited at what was coming next. "I thought it might help make our new house feel like a home." 
I looked over my shoulder at my mate. My affection for his thoughtfulness made my chest warm. It clashed wildly with the tension sitting heavy in my gut. I was all tangled up inside. 
Rowan cupped my cheek, then placed a soft kiss on my lips. "I didn't tell you," he turned me to face him, "but you look so beautiful today." Big hands circled my waist, pulling me flush to his chest. He was so warm. "Don't worry," he rumbled in my ear, his breath hot. "I'll take care of you." 
Moving his hands up my back, he slowly caressed me. Over my hips, up to my sides, then lingering at my breasts. He gently squeezed my small mounds before wrapping one hand around my throat. It was weirdly soothing. He held me firm while the other hand undid the buttons along my back. 
I had never been naked in front of anyone other than my mother, Mina, and Summer. What would he think of me? I didn't have the impressive curves Mina did, nor Summer's desired bust. I was thin and narrow. My grandmother called me a waif. 
My dress hung loose as he undid the last few buttons, then it fell, pudding at my feet. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting. Rowan's hands disappeared from my body, and my face burned with embarrassment. What was he doing? Was he disappointed in what he saw?
The jingle of a belt sent fear skating across my skin, but my wolf purred loudly. This was it. 
I breathed deeply. 
He was going to take me. 
In and out. I filled my lungs. 
My wolf inched forward, her desire to be claimed edging out my fear. I pulled her as close to the front of my mind as I could, willing my instincts to take over, to wash away my fear and uncertainty. I wanted to be so perfect for Rowan, and I cursed myself for not reading one of Mina's dirty love stories before my bonding. She had offered, but I declined, too embarrassed to actually read one. 
Gentle hands brushed from my elbows up to my shoulders. I opened my eyes to see Rowan looking down at me. His dark eyes sparkled as they moved lovingly over my face and down my chest. He licked his lips, and his gaze dropped even lower. 
"You are so gorgeous," he whispered. 
Unable to help myself, I looked down his great, big body, then immediately regretted it. His member was huge. Thick and veiny. The base was a slightly darker color than the enormous tip, and his balls hung heavy between his thighs. There was no way he was going to fit inside me. My mother said it might hurt. This was definitely going to hurt. 
Rowan cupped my face, and I flinched hard. "Don't hurt me," I blurted out. 
Shock, followed by deep sadness filled his eyes. "Never," he whispered, gently pulling at my earrings. They slipped free, and he dropped them carefully onto my dress. "I would never hurt you." 
I cursed at myself, concentrating hard on breathing. How was I already messing this up?
Trying to be better, I forced myself onto my tiptoes and placed my mouth on his. I expected him to devour me, to handle and bite me, but he was soft, kissing me slow to ease my inexperience. 
His tongue brushed over my top lip, and I smiled. It tickled. 
Rowan caressed my jawline, licking my lip again. "Open your mouth, beautiful." 
Feeling a little awkward, I did as I was told, surprised when he put his tongue in my mouth. I thought only harlots kissed rogues like this, and the shock made me go stiff. 
"It's okay," Rowan purred into my mouth. He swept his tongue across mine, tasting and feeling me. It felt scandalous and wonderful at the same time. 
The vibrations from his chest warmed and soothed me, my omega nature quickly pulling me into a sleepy state. Growling softly as I melted in his arms, Rowan splayed a big hand against my back, moving down to cup my bare bottom. 
He purred louder. 
My belly pressed flush against his hips. His enormous member squished up between us, and something wet coated my skin. My mind wandered to the conversation with my mother. She said omegas started out wet. Then alphas made everything wetter at the end. But he was already leaking. Did I do something wrong?
Rowan pinched my nipples, and I squeaked at the sensation. It hurt. 
He did it again, and it hurt a little less, making my sex twinge. It felt incredible, and I arched my back to urge him to do it again. 
Palming my breasts, Rowan switched between firm squeezes and sharp pinching. He made my nipples so tight and puffy I felt as if I might come just from his rough handling. Breaking the kiss, he attached his lips to my breast. The feeling was divine. His hot tongue lapped at me, followed by sharp teeth nipping. 
My fingers raked through his short hair, my hands moving without meaning to. His attention to my breasts suddenly had me restless, and I clawed at his shoulders, shamelessly needing more. 
The familiar open feeling from my heat bloomed between my legs, and I gasped. My thighs shook as slick gathered and dripped. He was bewitching me. 
Rowan growled, popping off my nipple. "That's my sweet girl." He swept me up in one fierce movement, then threw me onto the bed. I bounced slightly before coming to a stop. My big alpha stalked up the bed, crawling over me. His eyes glowed red, and I squeezed mine shut. 
I was excited to lay with him—his hands felt so good on my sensitive flesh—but it was all still so unbelievably embarrassing. 
Demanding lips covered mine, and I was consumed once again by a fierce kiss. It was deeper and more frenzied than before, and, this time, I found myself moving my tongue with his. 
I decided I liked his tongue in my mouth…even if it did make me a harlot. 
Rowan gripped my chin and turned my head, dragging his fangs over the column of my throat. "Have you laid with anyone before?" he whispered against my wet skin. 
My brain went fuzzy, and I hesitated, not sure what to say. Would he be disappointed to know I didn't know how to do anything? Or did he think I was a tart? Used and ugly.
Leaning up, Rowan looked deep into my eyes, caressing the side of my throat with his thumb. "I don't care if you have. I only ask to know how to handle you." 
I shied away from his intense stare, shaking my head 'no.' But a bit of pride bloomed in my chest as I realized he couldn't tell I had never kissed before. Maybe I was good at it?
Rowan smiled at the look on my face, then looked down my naked body. "Open for me." He tapped the side of my thigh. I didn't move. Why did he need to see me there? Wasn't he just supposed to put himself inside me and be done?
"Omega," his alpha tone saturated his voice, and my body instantly responded. Slick wept from my sex as my body readied to accept my mate. "Open," he commanded. 
My legs fell open, and I draped an arm over my face, mortified to have him staring at me. 
"So innocent," he chuckled. 
Fingers traced from my collarbone down between my breasts. He stopped at the top of my sex, and my legs jerked shut, but hard hands quickly pried my knees apart, holding me painfully open. Cool air danced over my wet skin, and I shivered, too sensitive. 
"Look how pretty and pink you are." His voice was so deep and gravelly. It pushed through me, slipping up and down my spine. 
Then he licked me. 
I squealed and shot up. 
Moving quickly, he pinned my hips down as he licked me again. He lapped at my wetness, my face burning with embarrassment. This couldn't be normal. Who did this?
"You taste so good," he growled, nuzzling the inside of my thighs.
I had no idea what to say. "Thank you." Another deep chuckle left his chest, and I grimaced for saying something so stupid. 
His long tongue flicked over my little nub, and my back arched far off the bed. "Oh!" I gasped. It felt very good. 
Rowan moved up my body, then pressed his wet lips to mine. My slick covered his face. It felt so dirty having it smeared all over me, but it also thrilled me to have my scent covering him. He was mine, and now everyone would know. 
"Omega," he growled, his wolf distorting his voice. His eyes flashed a brilliant red as his beast inched forward, his instincts taking over. Then he pushed his tongue between my lips, forcing me to taste myself. My slick was musky and sweet. It was weird. 
Something hard poked between my legs, and I squeezed my eyes shut tight. 
I was scared and excited and painfully aroused all at the same time. I wanted to run away, but more than that, I wanted my alpha to take me. 
The wide tip of Rowan's member caught on my entrance, then pushed just inside me. I gripped his shoulders at the burn as he stretched me. He drove in deeper, and it pinched, then stabbed. I whimpered at the sensation, but he didn't stop pushing and pushing and pushing. His thing seemed to go on forever. 
His hips hit mine, and a sob burst from my throat. 
"Don't move," he growled, his big body shaking over mine. Did it hurt him too?
"Is it over?" I sniffled, wanting him to take it out and leave me alone. 
"I'm trying..." he snarled, his fangs so long they pushed into his bottom lip. "I'm in control," he said firmly, seeming to be talking to himself. "I won't hurt you." But he looked like he might break apart the second he moved.  
My stomach cramped hard, and I let out a pained whine. "Rowan. Please," I begged, not sure what I was asking for, but I knew he could give it to me, whatever it was. "Alpha." 
As if snapping out of a trance, Rowan pulled his thing out of me, then the shock of pain returned as he entered me again. I dug my nails into his biceps as he did it again and again. It hurt so bad and felt so good at the same time. It was all so confusing. Why did I like it?
His thick muscles bulged as he held himself over me, settling into a steady rhythm. He slid in and out. Slowly, the burn lessened, and I was able to breathe. Angling his hips, Rowan hit something so deep and wonderful inside me. I gasped loudly. Then I moaned. 
"Sweet Lily," Rowan purred. "You're mine."
"Yes," I panted, a beautiful pressure building up inside me. 
Rowan pressed his chest to mine, my soft breasts against his hard muscle. He kissed me possessively, nipping at my tongue and lips. He slammed his hips particularly hard into me, and I grunted. It still hurt a bit. Why? Was I broken? Was I doing it wrong?
Looking down, I watched him move in and out of me. Then I saw it. A streak of blood mixed with slick covered his shaft. 
"I'm hurt," I mumbled. 
Rowan placed his thumb on the little nub between my legs, and a deep guttural noise burst from my throat. I had touched myself with clumsy fingers while in heat, but Rowan's fingers…
He knew what that hidden place was for and exactly how to touch it. 
His thumb circled and squeezed, then flicked. The pain inside my sex completely disappeared, replaced by a twist of incredible desire. Slick gushed, and my body exploded with a fierce and sudden climax that made my knees shake and my toes curl. 
"That's it," Rowan growled, moving his hips faster and faster. “Come for me, Lily. Let me feel that sweet pussy flutter.” He pounded into me, his movements rough as he continued abusing my little nub. The twist in my belly quickly returned, and I tensed as he pulled more pleasure from me. I panted hard, riding my second climax until I was gasping for air and covered in sweat. 
Rowan's shaft seemed to double in size as he roared above me. He dropped his face deep into the crook of my neck. Then sharp teeth breached my flesh. I screamed, trying to shove him away. His big body pushed me deep into the mattress, making it hard to breathe. 
The stretch from taking his knot was nothing compared to the pain in my throat. 
I was dying. 
Rowan growled deep, sucking hard at my throat. Then he finally removed his canines. 
Something like a fog slipped over me. My body was disconnected from my brain as Rowan's consciousness forced its way into my mind, making my lips go numb. It felt as if my thoughts were being squeezed and shoved about as someone else pushed themselves inside my head. 
Realizing I couldn't see, I weaved a hand through the air. Rowan grabbed it, then pressed my palm to his cheek. His snort stubble was rough but feeling him so close made my heart ease. 
He whispered in my ear while he cleaned the mark, but I couldn't make out his words. It didn’t really matter, though. The soft vibrations of his voice was enough to soothe me. 
Then he moved his hips again. 
When I finally opened my eyes, it was light outside. The bedroom seemed so much bigger than it had been last night. The walls were a lovely cream color with a dark oak wardrobe in one corner, and the curtains were a cheery yellow. 
I rolled onto my side, immediately regretting it. The ache deep inside my sex made tears gather and leak down the sides of my face. I thought of Mina and how she always seemed to crave her mate. How? Did all omegas hurt like this, or was it just me?
I had no idea how long Rowan's knot stayed lodged inside me last night or how many times he rutted me afterward. All I could remember was screaming out climax after climax until my voice was rough and my body was numb. It was far better than anything I had ever imagined—even the scariest moments. But now, in the light of day, everything ached. 
"Good morning, my sweet mate." Rowan's voice was soft as he entered the bedroom. He looked freshly showered, his hair a bit wet. He wore lounging pants and nothing else, his muscular chest on full display. 
I pressed my face into a pillow, unable to look at him. Not after what we did. 
A gentle hand brushed the hair away from the neck, tracing my mating bite. "Did you sleep okay?" he whispered. "How do you feel?" 
"I'm okay," I mumbled into my pillow, wishing I could disappear. The bed dipped as he sat down, placing a bowl of water on the bedside table. 
"Let me look at you," he said, resting a hand on my knee. Then to my absolute horror, he spread my legs apart, looking at the apex of my thighs. It shouldn't have embarrassed me, but it did. The room was bright and filled with the early morning sun. He could see everything.
"I didn't expect you to be so tight," he whispered, looking over my sore entrance. "I should have prepared you better, but I didn't think my instincts would be so powerful. I lost myself completely." Regret pulled at the corners of his eyes, and he whispered, "I'm so sorry if I hurt you." 
His apology caught me off guard, and my heart fluttered. "I'm okay," I whispered, unable to stop my smile. "I'm sore but okay." 
The crease between his eyes eased, and he kissed my lips. It was sweet and soft, and I had to fight the urge to giggle. I was far too old to giggle. 
Rowan grabbed a cloth out of the bowl and wrung it out before placing the cool fabric on my sex. I hissed, wanting to snap my legs together, but I didn't want to annoy him. "Your pussy looks a bit swollen." He examined me, moving the cloth in gentle circles. I pressed my lips together at his vulgar language, trying not to laugh. "I'd be lying if I said my cock wasn't a bit chafed this morning too. You drained me thoroughly." He smiled as if making a joke. I snorted, unable to help it.
Who talked like that?
My mate carefully cleaned me, then wiped the dried fluids from my thighs and stomach. He lingered at my middle, his fingertips brushing just beneath my belly button. He looked lost in a trance, just staring. "I can't wait to see you swollen with my pups." 
And just like that, all the deep aches and stiff muscles disappeared, and I pressed my palm over my stomach. "I could be pregnant," I said with absolute wonderment. 
Rowan smiled, placing his big hand over mine. "Maybe not right now," his dark eyes sparkled, "but soon I hope." 
I smiled wide. I couldn't help it. In the midst of all the embarrassing touching and looking and the flood of fluids, I completely forgot that this was how pups were made. I could be with child.
And if I wasn't, I would be soon. 
I hoped. 
"Do you want pups?" Rowan asked, but judging from the look on his face, he already knew my answer.
"I want a whole mess of them," I said, hoping he felt the same way. "Do you want lots?" All alphas wanted an heir, but I wanted a pack. 
"I want as many as you will give me." His tone was serious, this thumb brushing over the back of my hand. "Just promise me you'll smile like that again."
I bit my bottom lip, staring at Rowan's handsome face. I wanted to crawl into his lap and beg him to make me gasp and moan like he did last night. I finally understood why Mina would let Ivor defile her behind the temple. 
I was officially a harlot. 






THE BEDROOM

ROWAN
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The look of pure bliss on Lily's face was everything.  
I had woken up several times throughout the night as her nightmares bled into mine through our bond. While I couldn't see what she dreamt about, I felt it and hated how frightened she was. Did she always have bad dreams? Did it have something to do with our mating?
But right now, she was pure happiness. Her hands trembled under mine as she caressed her stomach. I could practically see her imagination playing out in her big brown eyes. My sweet omega wanted pups, and I was going to give her as many as she wanted.
"Are you hungry?" I asked. She sat up, and I quickly placed a hand on her shoulder, easing her back down into the pillows. "Don't get up. I'll bring you breakfast."
A shy smile lifted her lips, and she leaned back against the plush pillows. 
I returned quickly, pleased to find her rearranging the blankets. It was good to see her nesting, making the space her own. Lily's eyes went wide as I sat the tray next to her. Not knowing what she liked to eat, I grabbed a bit of everything. Dried meats, nuts, berries, and a loaf of grain bread her mother left yesterday after preparing our cabin. 
"You brought so much," she said in awe of the spread. 
"I didn't know what you normally ate for breakfast." I grabbed a strawberry and held it up to her mouth. She eyed it before slowly parting her lips and letting me slip the sweet fruit into her mouth. 
She moaned at the taste, then picked up a slice of bread. "We eat a lot of bread in our house…or at my parent's house." She took a big bite, then gasped. "This is fresh!" 
I laughed at her reaction. "Of course it is. Who eats stale bread?"
Her chewing slowed, and her gaze fell. I silently cursed at myself. Of course, they didn't eat the fresh bread her parents baked. They needed to sell it. I frequently forgot the realities of the lower statused pack members, and I felt like an ass for assuming she had the same luxuries as my family. 
"Did you grow up hungry?" I asked, eyeing her slender frame. 
"No," she said quickly. "We had some hard winters, but we always had plenty to eat. We were very lucky in that. But the Pack Alpha is good to us. He always sends down extra meat and grains to those who live near the gully when things get too thin." 
"I didn't know that." A slip of shame twisted in my chest. I had no idea some of our pack struggled like that. 
"Caz is a good Pack Alpha," she smiled sweetly. "He takes care of us." 
Speaking of the Pack Alpha made my mind drift to his advisor, Dage, and what he said after our bonding ceremony. I hated the way Lily's hands trembled as he spoke. I didn't know if her fears were tied to Dage or his son, or if they were just the result of being near such a powerful alpha in general, but my wolf demanded an answer. It was near impossible to protect her from the unknown. 
"What happened with Dage?" I asked. 
She froze mid-bite, her eyes going wide. "Um…" She sank her teeth into the soft bread, chewing slowly. "Nothing." 
She was an awful liar. 
Even without the dishonesty of her words tumbling through our bond, her expression gave her away. Keeping my tone light, I warned my sensitive mate as gently as I could, "Don't lie to me, Lily. You're mine to care for, and I need to know if someone hurt you." 
She set the bread on the tray and placed her hands over her heart. I could hear it thundering in her chest. "He didn't hurt me." Her expression was so earnest, but our bond burned with her fear. "Honestly. Alpha Dage never hurt me. I was just so overwhelmed yesterday. I'm not used to being around so many alphas, and their scents…" one hand fell to her wrist, and she squeezed it, "...the temple was just so small, and there were a lot of alphas in there." 
Her blatant lie after my warning both enraged and shocked me.  
I wanted to press her further, force her to tell me the truth, then correct her behavior—spank her pretty ass red. But Lily was too delicate for such rough handling. To build a solid bond with her, I needed to tread carefully and be patient. 
"Please, Lily." 
Her shoulders curled inward, her slight body suddenly teeny. Her voice dropped to a hushed whisper, "Nothing happened to me."
My wolf growled low and slow, and I stood, making her flinch. I might not be able to force her to tell me, but I couldn't leave this be. Even now, Lily's scent flooded with bitter fear. Dage did something to her. Or Luca did. And I was going to find out what the fuck it was. 
"I'm going to run into the market." I grabbed the bowl off the side table and took it into the kitchen. The patter of feet told me Lily was right behind me. 
"You're leaving me?" Shock made her voice crack. 
I placed the bowl in the sink, then leaned against the counter. My mate stood at the end of the hallway, one of the blankets from her parent's home wrapped tightly around her shoulders. 
Crossing my arms, I tried to stay calm. The thought of someone hurting my sweet omega had me on the verge of shifting into my wolf and ripping the village to pieces. Instead, I pushed out a slow breath and forced a smile. 
"Our home is brand new," I said. "We don't have much food." 
"But the kitchens bring meals to newly mated couples," she mumbled, following me into the living room. "I'll be back soon." I kissed the top of her head. 
Her voice pitched higher. "Can I come with you?" Her tortured expression pulled at my heart, but my wolf wasn't deterred in the least. 
"No," I said firmly, scooping her into my arms. I carried her back into the bedroom and tucked her in. "You're newly mated and freshly bred. Stay here. Stay in bed." I could smell her tears even though I couldn't see them. And as badly as I wanted to stay and comfort her, I needed to know about Dage. It couldn't wait. "I'll be right back," I whispered, placing a soft kiss on her lips. 
Her fingers wrapped around my forearms, trying to hold me to her. "Please, stay," she whispered. 
Not answering, I kissed the top of her head, then without another look, I turned and left. I shut the front door behind me, then stopped, listening. Waiting. There was no sound of footsteps or crying inside the house. I hoped Lily would listen to me and rest.
"What the hell are you doing?" Ivor asked. He stood on the pathway just next to our house. He appeared to be heading toward the packhouse. 
"Lily needs a few things from the market," I said, not wanting to admit my mate's willingness to lie to me so soon after bonding. It was a shameful alpha that couldn't earn the trust of their mate. 
"Do you want Mina—"
"No," I said quickly, walking in the opposite direction. 
Ivor said something, but I couldn't hear him. All I could focus on was the market in the distance. I knew Dage wouldn't be honest with me. That was clear yesterday. But I knew someone that would. 
"Rowan!" My sweet grandmother smiled wide at me, flashing her gums. The skin around her eyes crinkled like crepe paper, proof of her long and happy life. "What the hell are you doing here? Shouldn't you be tending to your mate instead of hanging around us old folks?"
"Don't stand," I held out my hands, motioning for her to settle back into her rocker. "I'm sorry we didn't get to speak much yesterday."
"Awh, it's alright. That's how bondings go. Young couples having fun with their friends." She placed her hand behind my neck, pulling me into a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. "You and your omega looked so sweet at the bonding." She rubbed her thumb over where she kissed me, wiping off a bit of spit. “Her dress was as pretty as she is.” 
"I am very lucky. Lily really is beautiful." I smiled wide, sitting in the chair next to her. 
"So spit it out then. Why are you chatting with old ladies instead of with your mate?" She leaned back, rocking back and forth. 
"Actually, I wanted to talk to you about Lily." 
"That so?" She pulled a paper fan from her side and popped it open, fanning herself. "We omegas aren't as easy to handle as alphas think, are we?"
"No, ma'am." I smiled at my grandmother. "Do you know Lily's family well?" 
"Yes!" she beamed. "Lovely girl. Born to betas. That poor thing," she tutted. "Betas have no business raising omegas. No one to protect the sweet creatures." 
I nodded, agreeing. "Do you know of anything happening between her and Luca? Or Da—"
"Who the hell is Luca?" 
"Dage's son." 
"Who?"
I forced down a groan. Granny and her twin sister, Helena, were the eldest members of the pack, having lived through four Pack Alphas in their time. They both also loved to gossip, filling our home with tall tales every chance she got. If something had happened to Lily, I knew my Gran would know. 
"You should go home to your mate," she said, shaking her fan at me. "What kind of alpha abandons their mate so soon after bonding with them just to chat with an old lady?" 
Shame and anger twisted inside me, but my wolf was too committed to protecting Lily just to return home. I needed to know what Dage or Luca had done. My pride as an alpha and as a mate demanded it.
"Poor thing isn't used to being alone," Granny scolded me. "Her parents never left her alone growing up. Especially after that alpha attacked her." 
"What alpha?" The blood drained from my face, my fists tight. "Who attacked her? Was it Luca? Dage?"
A stern-looking service beta glared at me, her hands on her hips. "Keep it down or you'll have to leave." 
I shot the beta a look, not caring for her tone. Leaning a little closer to my grandmother, I asked again, "Was it Luca?"
"I told you," she smacked me on the head with her fan, "I don't know him. But it doesn't matter now anyway. Lily's got you to keep her safe. Or she would if your butt wasn't sitting here, annoying me." She raised a wiry, gray brow. "And if you want to know so bad, ask the girl yourself. You are mated to her," she shot. "I assume you live together now, so you should be able to find her." 
My wolf snarled, ready to leave. "You're right," I said respectfully. "I'll speak to Lily. Maybe I'll bring her to see you and Helena later this week."
"That would be lovely!" She smiled, displaying her gums. "Bring me some sweets from the sugar shop when you do. Helena likes that lemon shit." She grimaced. "So get that while you're there." 
"Yes, ma'am," I bowed my head before leaving. 
I didn't want to stress my mate, but I couldn't let it go. I could feel her very real fear pulsing in my head. I needed to fix this. I needed her to feel safe. 




THE BED

LILY
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I was frozen in place, staring at the bedroom door.  
Rowan left me. 
Not even twenty-four hours after he claimed me as his mate. The mark on my neck was still tender and raw, his orgasm from last night slowly leaking out of me, and he just left. Was he rejecting me? Leaving me? Would my parents take me back?
He was so sweet this morning. I honestly thought he was happy.
Staring at the massive bed around me, I rubbed the back of my neck. The need to nest was making my skin itch. My sex—or pussy, as Rowan called it—ached deep. 
Restless, I stood up. The whole room suddenly felt so open and airy. All the space around me felt wrong. I was too exposed. I opened the closet door, searching for somewhere cozy, then immediately shut it. It was far too small. Unfortunately, the closets in the other rooms were the same size. On the verge of tears, I entered the kitchen. The urge to run back to my parent's house beat hard in my chest.
My eyes slid around the room, settling on a white, flimsy door next to the kitchen table. I pulled it open and let out a long breath of relief. The pantry was dark, long, and empty. It was perfect. 
Thirty minutes later, every blanket and pillow in the house filled the tight space. I arranged and fluffed pillows, molded the blankets just so, then snuggled in deep. Rowan's cedar and moss scent clung to my favorite blanket, and I pressed it to my nose to it, inhaling deeply. The slight trace of his climax filled my lungs, and my body shivered involuntarily. 
The front door opened, and I froze. Heavy feet moved down the hall. A door creaked, then after a moment, it shut. Two more doors opened and closed. Then the feet moved toward the kitchen. 
"Lily?" Rowan called out. 
The pantry door was slightly ajar. I reached out to close it, then yipped as it whipped open. I burrowed deep into my nest, hiding my face. 
"Omega." His voice was loud. He sounded angry. What did I do wrong? "Lily?" He sounded closer, his tone a bit softer but still scary. "Come out here." 
I pulled my knees under my chin, curling into a tight ball. He wouldn't come in here. No decent alpha would enter an omega's nest without permission. In here, I was safe. 
He sighed hard before speaking in a firm tone. "I don't like that you lied to me this morning. You said Dage did nothing to you, but that's a lie. Isn't it?" 
I didn't move or speak, praying he'd go away. 
"Did Dage hurt you? Did his son? You need to tell me what happened." His voice rose as his anger grew. "I can feel it in our bond, Lily. You're scared. Really scared. What kind of mate would I be if I let you stay this way? You have to let me fix it. Please, tell me what happened." 
He wasn't forcing me to speak, but my wolf still pulled hard within me, begging me to answer my mate. Scared and conflicted, a soft whine left my lips. 
"Omega," he whispered softer, clearly trying to tamp down his anger. "Please, don't make me order you," he begged. 
I peeked over the edge of my blanket. Rowan stood in the doorway. His feet touched the edge of my nest, and I suddenly felt trapped. Fear gripped me hard, and my feet moved before I could stop myself. Scrambling on my hands and knees, I darted between his legs, then ran toward the front door as fast as I could. A big arm circled my waist, jerking me back. 
"Let me go!" I begged, tears pouring down my face. 
He spun me, forcing me against his big body. I raised my hand to hit his chest, but he grabbed my wrist, then squeezed. 
All the air in my lungs whooshed out in one fierce breath. 
The memory of that horrible day slammed into me at full force. The images that repeatedly haunted me in my sleep, kept me from leaving the house at night and kept me too scared to live a normal life, hit me like a rolling boulder to the gut. 
Fierce red eyes. 
Long sharp fangs. 
Strong, angry hands. 
His thick oaky scent. 
It was all too much, and I screamed. 
I screamed and cried, hitting at anything I could reach. I needed to run, to get away. He was going to hurt me. 
Someone needed to help me!
My back was suddenly flush against soft blankets, a big body hovering over me. I tried to fight, but an enormous weight pressed into me, pinning me in place. 
Then someone purred. 
My mind raged, wanting so badly to scream and run and fight, but my pathetic body obeyed my alpha, and I felt limp against the plush fabric. "Help me," I mumbled, my mind still raging. "P-please, help." Hot tears leaking down the sides of my face.
"You're safe," Rowan whispered. The rolling purr that poured off him intensified. 
My insides smoothed, and I took a deep breath. My mate's thick scent flooded my lungs, soaking into every pore. I felt sluggish, and my wolf was calm. For a brief moment, I couldn't remember why I was scared. 
Rowan's soft lips brushed over my cheeks, lips, and eyelids. Even our bond flooded with his deep comforting presence. I relaxed as he gently pulled all the fear out of my body, bringing me back to him. 
"It's okay," he said, his voice a gravelly purr. "I'm here, Lily. You're safe, my mate." 
I nodded, unable to speak. My eyes grew heavy, my lids falling. I wanted to sleep. But before I could close my eyes, Rowan's mouth found its way to mine. He kissed me sweetly, then deeper. His tongue was so soft in my mouth, and his warm skin pressed against me. Slick gathered between my legs at having him so near. 
Rowan's hands moved between us, undoing his belt as he continued to kiss me. Then big hands parted my knees, and he slipped his thick cock inside me. I grunted at the stretch, still sore.   
"Feel me inside you?" he whispered, kissing the corners of my lips. "Feel my heart beat against your chest? You aren't alone." He rolled his hips, and I closed my eyes. “You aren’t alone.”
The feel of his big body covering mine calmed me like nothing else ever had. He pushed into me again, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, needing him closer. 
"I love you, my sweet Lily. You are mine. Let me care for you." 
He kissed me deeply as his cock slipped in and out of me. A sweet flutter in my belly grew, then twisted. Rowan's knot expanded, and the pressure inside me heightened. This wasn't the barrel of pleasure he gave me last night, but something sweeter. It was just wonderful but tender and lush. Rowan pushed his knot inside me with a muffled grunt, and a tingling orgasm washed over me. His cock pulsed as he emptied into me. I was warm. Loved. Safe. 
The thought made me smile. This was my worst fear: trapped under a massive alpha with his cock stuffed deep inside me, and I felt safe. 
"Are you okay?" Rowan pushed the hair out of my face, his thumb brushing over my temple. 
"I thought you were going to hit me," I said honestly. 
"I would never hit you." He lifted a bit onto his forearms, cradling my face. He looked so serious. "I thought about spanking you this morning when you lied to me, but I would never raise a hand to you in anger." 
I looked down, not sure what to say.
"Lily." I looked up. His eyes were filled with fire, even though his voice was soft. "I understand you've always been nervous around alphas, but I'm your mate. It's my job to protect you, but I feel like I can't do that right now. The things floating around in your head are fucking killing me. Let me fix this." 
As much as I hated remembering what happened, Rowan was right. He was my mate, and as long as I suffered, so would he. Every flashback or nightmare would travel to Rowan through our bond. I was hurting him by not telling him. 
It felt a little awkward to have such a serious conversation with his cock still inside me, but I liked him so close. It somehow lessened the pain of reliving what had happened. 
"When I was thirteen, Luca," I whispered, "Luca h-hurt me." 
A soft growl pushed from Rowan's chest, but he didn't say anything. He simply flooded our bond with his love and protection, urging me to continue. 
"I had just finished my first heat and wasn't supposed to go outside. My mother said I was to stay home while she and my dad went to the bakery. But I had been stuck in my nest for over a week and just wanted some fresh air. I didn't know that omega pheromones clung to you after a heat. That I needed to bathe before going anywhere. I...um…I…." Rowan's big hand smoothed over my hair, cupping my cheek. He looked at me with so much love. 
My voice dropped to barely a whisper, "Luca was able to scent me, and he attacked me in the field behind the northern valley. We were all alone." 
Every muscle in Rowan's massive body was tense with rage, but when he spoke, his voice was as gentle as his hands caressing the side of my face. "Did he violate you?"
Resting my hands on his shoulders, I stared at the scar along my wrist. "He tried. He tore my dress and slapped me when I fought back. He broke my wrist, and my screams alerted a nearby guard. He was able to restrain Luca, and they took me to the infirmary." 
Unable to hold myself together any longer, my voice slipped into a high-pitched whine, "Everyone there said it was my fault," I sobbed. "That an omega should know better. Luca called me a wh-whore. My parents were so angry. Everyone was angry." Shame beat hard in my chest at the memory. 
"It's not your fault," Rowan growled softly, holding me closer. "Weak alphas blame others when they can't control their beast. You did nothing wrong." 
I cried while he purred and soothed me. Slowly, his knot went down, and he slipped out of me, allowing him to cradle me properly. His hands channeled through my hair, rubbing from my temples to the back of my neck. 
"I was so ashamed," I whispered, trying to force myself to calm down. "Alpha Dage said it would be b-best to stay quiet. That not telling anyone what happened would keep my reputation intact. No one would want me if I told everyone how I tempted his son. So I stayed quiet."
"It wasn't your reputation he was worried about," Rowan said, his voice dangerously low. But his fingers were so light as he brushed the tears from my cheeks. I swallowed hard, embarrassed that I had never thought about how telling my secret might affect Luca. "I will fix this," Rowan said, and I jerked, fear making my head spin all over again. 
"Please, Rowan," I begged, my words coming out in jittery pants. "D-don't do anything. I don't want to go through all this again. I c-can't." 
Rowan quickly shushed me, caressing my back and kissing my hair. "I can't just let this go." 
"Please," I sniffled, tears pouring freely once again. "Don't make me face him. If you attack him, everyone will force me to talk about it, and he'll say awful things about me, and, and—"
Rowan growled, his jaw clenched tight, and then he took a slow, deliberate breath. "Fine. But if that fucker so much as looks at you, I will fucking gut him. I will rip his entrails out and decorate the village square with his innards. I will never let him scare you again, Lily. You are mine, and he deserves to die for touching you."
I could feel the honesty in his words, both in his fierce eyes and through our bond. And for the first time, I realized that I was mated to a big, strong, scary alpha. I didn't need to be scared of anything. My mate would keep me safe. 
My lips twitched in the corners as I tried to fight off a smile. "I wasn't yours at the time," I said, biting my bottom lip. 
Rowan placed a finger under my chin, tipping my head up. "You have always been mine, Lily." He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, his anger dimming a bit. "The first memory I have of you was when you were six years old. You were in the park, and your blue dress was covered in flour. The other kids were teasing you about it, calling you a bunch of bullshit names. You cried. Big fat tears falling down chubby cheeks." His thumb traced the motion. "I wanted to rip every child in that park to pieces. I was only ten years old and lusting for blood for a pretty girl in a blue dress. I knew right then and there you were mine." 
I snuggled closer to his warm chest and whispered, "I didn't know." 
"I have always felt that way about you," he whispered. "I used to go to the park every day to catch a glimpse of you. But after I presented as an alpha, I had training and lessons to attend to, and the only time I saw you was on Sunday mornings in the market."
I smiled, remembering him coming into the shop every week. I'd catch him staring at me, but I was always too shy to speak. 
"My mother would buy flax seed bread from your parents' bakery. It was the only bread she'd buy. She said anything else was unhealthy. I fucking hated that bread, and if there was any left on Saturday evening, I'd eat every last crumb to make sure we had a reason to go to the bakery."
My heart swelled, practically bursting at the seams.
"You are mine, Lily. Every part of you is mine. And soon, you'll have my pup in you." He caressed my stomach, his thumb circling my belly button. "Then I'll own all of you, and you'll own all of me. Every inch."
"You own me now," I whispered, my cheeks warming at the intense look in his eyes. 
"I guess I do," he growled, the tips of his fangs flashing. The sight made me warm and restless, a deep need gathering in my belly. 
Rowan rolled me onto my back and spread my legs with his firm hands. Warm fluid from our lovemaking trickled down to my backside, and this time, I liked that he was looking at my sex.
"Look at all that mess dripping out of you." He swiped a finger through my folds, making me shiver. He plunged two thick fingers inside me. "I want this belly fat with my cum," he pushed into me knuckle deep, "then fat with my young." 
I moaned, and wiggled my hips, needing more of him. Everything he did felt good. Too good. 
He ducked his head, pulling my nipple deep into his mouth. Wet, sloppy sounds filled the air as he pumped his fingers into me, reaching deep. 
"I can't wait until you're big and round," he whispered against the peak of my breast. "So big I have to fuck you on all fours. I want to see your pregnant belly touching the blankets while I take you from behind." 
Intense desire burned through me, and I flipped onto my stomach, immediately lifting my bottom high into the air. I arched my back, presenting the mound of my pussy for him to take. 
He moaned deep at the sight, his big hands covering my bottom. He squeezed my ass, palming the flesh. Kneading it, then spreading me wide. All traces of embarrassment were gone. I was too lost in his scent and desire to care how exposed my body was. 
"Look how pretty and tight this asshole is," he said, pressing the pad of his thumb to it. I squeaked but stayed still for him, letting him do whatever he wanted. "I'd fuck this sweet ass, but it would be a waste of cum. I need every drop in this pussy." He tapped my clit, and I gasped. 
His fingertips curled deep into my hips. Then in one fierce thrust, he impaled me on his cock. The harsh movement shoved my face into the blankets. My cheek rubbed against my nest as he set a brutal pace, pulling my hips back and forth onto his cock, over and over again. Thrusting so hard, my bottom was sure to bruise. 
"Fuck, Lily." His voice was like gravel. The dulcet tones slipped up my spine, going straight to my nipples. “You are so fucking wet.” 
Deep rippling pleasure pulled tight within me, and I burst apart. I came so hard slick gushed from my sex, leaking around Rowan's expanding knot. He roared, shoving his cock deep inside me. It pulsed as he emptied his orgasm inside my swollen pussy. Warmth bathed my insides, and I collapsed. Rowan dropped onto my back, his knot keeping us connected. 
He rolled, spooning me so as to not crush me. 
Feeling so safe and warm, I fell asleep. Not a trace of fear in my body. 




THE ALPHA DEN
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The next week went by too fast. I hated leaving Lily, but sadly I had to report back for duty. It was such a shame too. Lily had grown very comfortable with me, even edging a little wild in bed.  
I smiled wide as I thought of my sweet mate, standing completely naked in the kitchen while she made me breakfast this morning. My cum dripped down the inside of her thighs while she worked the stove. She was an awful cook, burning everything she touched, and I couldn't wait for her to make me dinner. 
"What are you smiling about?" Ivor asked. 
"Lily." I grinned even wider. 
He laughed, tipping his head back. "How quickly mighty wolves turn into sheep at the sight of a lovely omega." 
I search out Lily through our bond. Whatever she was doing, she was content. I pictured her flitting about our house and snuggling in her nest. Maybe even growing my pup in her belly. 
Nix stomped down the long staircase, his heavy feet pulling me from my thoughts. The young alpha had dark circles under his eyes, and his hair stuck up in all directions. 
"Long night?" I asked. 
"Yes, sir," he said in a clipped tone. "Ivor wasn't able to cover your shift last week, so the patrols got all shifted about, and I ended up pulling doubles three days in a row. In the marketplace," he added the last sentence with emphasis as if that proved just how awful his week had been. 
"Mina was in heat," Ivor smirked, hooking his thumbs into his belt. 
"Don't talk about my sister being in heat," Nix groaned, walking around us to the door. "That's just…gross." 
"Well, thank you for picking up the slack." I followed him outside. It was already warm even though the sun was barely above the treeline, and the air smelled sweet. I couldn't remember a spring day ever smelling so good. 
Awareness pricked my skin, and I turned to see Ivor and Nix staring at me. "What?"
"It's unnatural for anyone to look that happy," Nix scowled. 
Ivor gave me a knowing smirk, playfully pushing at my back. 
My day was ordinary, giving me plenty of opportunity to think about my mate. I patrolled the packhouse grounds, showing Nix the ropes. My usual post was inside, but Nix had been doing well, and the captain of the village guard wanted him trained to move up. The youngling was smart, strong, and a fast learner. 
We were going over the weak points in security around the gardens when my bond with Lily shifted from contended happiness to downright lustful. 
I cleared my throat repeatedly, trying to ignore the thumping at the base of my cock as my mate worked herself up. Her pleasure pulsed in my head, along with a teasing bit of satisfaction. The little brat knew she was distracting me, and I loved every moment. I pictured my sweet omega naked and panting in her nest on the pantry floor, her little fingers working wildly in and out of her tight cunt. 
"That makes no sense," Nix said, scrunching his face. 
I snapped to. "What did I say?" I had no idea. 
"You said the only way into the packhouse from here is through the pantry." 
Lily's pleasure hit a crescendo, and I swore my vision went white. I stumbled, then cursed. 
"You okay, Rowan?" Nix asked, placing his hand on my shoulder.  
I shook my head, my temples pounding in time with my cock. "I'm good," I inhaled deeply and rolled my shoulders. "It's just hot out today." 
"It really fucking is." Nix looked up at the sky, squinting. "Summer is going to be brutal this year." 
"Come on." I motioned him to follow. "I'll show you the stables."
Nix smacked my chest with the back of my hand, motioning with his eyes for me to turn around. Luca strolled out of the packhouse, following his father and Pack Alpha Caz. I watched Luca carefully, my fangs slipping forward. The urge to rip his throat out was almost too much to bear. 
Nix leaned into my ear, whispering, "I heard a rumor Luca is being considered for Alpha Caz's personal guard." 
I shook my head at the news. "He'll never get it. He's far too young and inexperienced for such a position. Caz is humoring Dage.” 
"Well, if he does end up their guard, it's a good thing Caz's children are all alphas." Nix crossed his arms, staring daggers at Luca. "I wouldn't want that fucker anywhere near my sister." 
Dred pulsed under my skin. "What makes you say that?"
"When Luca was a teenager, he was sent away for attacking an omega here in the village. Then Summer told me that two years ago, he cornered her oldest sister and tried to force a mating." 
Disgust burned in my throat. "Why the fuck has no one stopped him?"
"You know why. He's an adviser's kid." Nix pulled a face. "Those fucker's can get away with murder, and no one gives a shit. If he were anyone else, he'd be branded and banned from the village." 
I tilted my head at his words, waiting for him to realize. 
His expression dropped, and his voice pitched a full octave higher. "Except for you! You've always pulled your weight, Rowan. You've never used your father to—" 
I held up a hand to quiet him. "I understand what you mean." I smiled, letting him know I wasn't offended. 
Nix was right, though. I had more than one opportunity to jump to a higher position or skirt the rules. But I could never do that and continue to hold my head high. No self-respecting alpha could. 
Luca's high-pitched laugh carried across the garden. I narrowed my eyes, wishing like hell he was alone. He had the balls to touch my mate, then tried to hurt someone else. Who knew how many omegas he had terrorized over the years. 
Unable to stand being away from Lily for one more moment, I turned and marched off. "I'm heading home." 
"What about the stables?" Nix called out. 
"They'll be there tomorrow." 
I shook out my hands, trying to force the tension from my body. The last thing I needed was for Lily to see me so wound up. Our bond was still so new, and I was shit at blocking my feelings out. Lily, on the other hand, was already very good at controlling what emotions she shared, and right now, she was silent. I was sure she could feel my anger and was buried deep in her nest, scared of why I was upset. 
"Lily?" I called out, shutting the front door behind me. It was silent—deadly silent. I walked straight to the pantry, knowing she'd be there. 
Big brown eyes stared up at me from the edge of a blanket. "Are you mad at me?" she whispered. 
"Why would I be mad at you?" I knelt, hovering my hand over her nest, silently asking if I could come in. She tensed, making sure I didn't actually touch it, then she nodded. I crawled toward her, pulling her to my chest. She was naked. I had kept her that way since the day we mated. 
"You weren't mad that I touched…" she trailed off, her gaze falling down her body. 
I kissed her temple. "I am not mad about that." 
The tension eased from her, and her expression shifted from fearful to worried. "Did something bad happen at work?"
"Yes," I said flatly, nuzzling her neck. I kissed my mating bite, loving the way she shivered. "I was forced to leave my sexy mate. It was hell." 
She laughed, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. "You are awful." 
"I'm not the one that spent the morning doing sinful things to myself." 
Her cheeks blushed, and she pouted, "I missed you." 
I settled back, allowing the soft scent of her nest to calm me. This was the kind of happiness that fairy tales promised. I just didn't imagine it taking place on the pantry room floor. 
Lily let out a contented sigh, threading her fingers through my hair. "You aren't going to tell me what happened, are you?"
"I have a demanding job." I kept my voice soft, hoping she'd understand. "I train, fight, and occasionally get mad at new recruits. I'm sorry you're bound to those feelings, but I'll try harder to block them out." 
"It's okay. I like feeling you throughout the day.” She bit her bottom lip, then added, “I was thinking of spending some time at the bakery tomorrow. I want to see my mom and dad." 
"Bring home some bread. Something sweet."  
"Got it," she nodded. "Flax seed. Extra flax." 




THE BAKERY

LILY
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"Mated life suits you," Mom said, giving me a knowing smile.  
I turned away from her. My sex was far too sore for my mother to give me a look like that while mentioning my mate. "Rowan is a good alpha," I said simply, placing the last loaf of warm bread into the basket. I wrapped them with a tea towel, then handed the basket to my mother. 
She stepped a little closer, restrained excitement pouring from her big brown eyes. "Is he catering to you?" I pulled my brows together, not sure what she meant. "Omegas showered with lots of…affection…tend to become pregnant much faster than ones that—"
"Mom!" I gasped, walking around her toward the front of the shop. She quickly followed, the basket clutched tight in her hands. 
"I just want to make sure Rowan's caring for you. That he's being a good mate. The early days of bonding should be the best of your life." She smiled as if remembering something blissful. "In fact, your father and I—"
"Rowan is a wonderful mate," I said loudly, desperately trying to end the conversation. "I am very happy." My cheeks burned as I gave her my most sincere smile. Hoping she'd drop it, I grabbed a dust rag and began wiping down the countertop as if my life depended on it. 
She placed a hand on my shoulder, forcing me to turn. "Have you talked about pups?"
"Of course." I paused, refolding the rag. 
She hesitated for a moment, placing the basket on the counter. It was a look she held every time she wanted to talk about something that made me uncomfortable. "I don't want to tell you what you and Rowan should do. But…" She signed hard, then grabbed my hands, squeezing them gently. "I just know you've always wanted a big family. And your father and I struggled to have you, and—"
"I know, mama," I cut her off, trying not to be snippy. Her pain was real, and I didn't want her to feel as if I was dismissing her. "You've told me before. You and Dad waited until you were older to have young, then you couldn't have any for the longest time." 
She smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "I know omegas tend to carry well. It doesn't take you as long as betas or alphas, but I still worry. I don't want you to go through what I did." 
I leaned into her soft scent, snuggling into her neck. "Rowan and I are on the same page when it comes to making a family." 
She kissed my head, then grabbed the basket. "Okay," she sighed as if a weight had been lifted. "I'm going to take this bread to the packhouse. Lock the door behind me and—"
"I'm mated now," I reminded her, smiling wide. "We don't have to worry about someone snatching me up." 
Her eyes went wide at the realization, then softened with relief. "You're right," she smiled. "Well then, I guess I'll be right back." 
I gave her a little wave as I sat on the stool behind the counter. I had been in the shop a million times since I was a pup, but never alone with the door unlocked. It felt wild and dangerous, and made the whole space smell sweeter. The aroma of warm flour, blooming yeast, and toasted almonds filled my chest, making me feel so serene. My bond with Rowan seemed to float with happiness. He could feel my joy. I was sure of it. 
Wanting to be productive, I grabbed the broom and began sweeping up the front of the shop. Grains and flour were like pollen in a windstorm. They had a mind of their own, covering every inch of the floor in a matter of seconds. I pushed the rubbish next to the door, then went to the back of the shop to get the dustbin. 
I was stooped over, rummaging through the closet when the bell over the door chimed. "How can I help you?" I yelled as I rushed back to the counter. 
Terror exploded within me, making my eyes water and my palms sweat. 
Luca's big body consumed the entire doorway. I immediately searched out Rowan through our bond. My mind flared with his anger. He was coming for me, but how long would it take? 
"You aren't allowed here," I whispered, my voice weak. I wanted to run into the back of the store, but there was nowhere to go—Luca blocked the only exit. 
His lips turned up into an eerie smirk. "I wasn't allowed here while you were a danger to me. But you're mated now." He narrowed his red eyes, walking slowly toward the counter. "Now, I can be around you and not worry." 
Rage burned down my throat, overpowering my fear for a moment. I wanted to scream at him, but when I spoke, my voice was jittery and soft, "I'm a danger to you?"
"All omegas are a danger to civilized society. Your pheromones fuck with alphas." His eyes raked over my face and down my body, his hips pressing against the counter. 
I crossed my arms, taking two quick steps back. My bottom hit the wall, and I froze. "What do you want?" I whispered. 
"I want to talk to your mate." He craned his neck as if trying to see into the back of the shop. 
"Rowan is coming right now, and he won't be happy to see you here." I pressed my back against the wall harder. My wolf whimpered, begging me to run or hide, but there was nowhere to go. "You should leave before he gets here." 
"Should I now?" He leaned forward, pressing his palms into the countertop. He was so close. If he reached out that he could easily grab me. "I looked for your mate at the packhouse and stopped by your cabin, but I think now I want to talk to you." 
Ice tipped into my veins at the thought of Luca standing on my porch. Would he come to our house again? Would he break down the door to get to me? Was he really looking for Rowan, or did he just want to hurt me again?
Luca's teeth flashed as he spoke, "Let your mate know that I don't fucking appreciate the shit he's been saying about me. The lies he's spreading." 
The tips of his fingers went black as his claws pushed forward. I stared at them, remembering how he had shredded my dress and ripped it from my body—the memory of his claws pushing into my skin when he palmed my exposed flesh made me want to scream. Bile rose in my throat, and I swallowed convulsively, trying not to throw up. 
"Rowan wouldn't do that," I whispered. "He wouldn't lie."
Luca laughed, the sound booming in my ears. "You know, I actually believe that. I've known that fucker since we were young, and he follows the rules as if his fucking like depends on it. But that just means he believes your lies, doesn't it?"
I swallowed hard, hugging myself tighter. "I d-didn't lie."
He slammed his fist into the countertop, making me jump. "Yes, you fucking did!" His voice dropped dangerously low, his breath hitting the side of my face. "Alpha Caz is considering me for his personal guard. It would put me in line to one day be an advisor. And I will not allow a whore to fuck it up." His clawed hand flung out, wrapping around my throat. I gripped his arm, trying to pry him off me, but he was so strong. "Don't force me to tell everyone how you played with my instincts that day, strutting around, wanting to be noticed." 
I pushed my nails into his skin, wishing I could rip him open. I wanted to beat him senseless. Chop him into pieces and shove him in the oven. 
An angry growl left my mouth and a slow-spreading smile consumed his face. He squeezed my throat and pulled me to him. My hips dug into the countertop, and I jerked. I scratched at his arms, trying to pull myself free, but he didn't budge. 
"I will not let you destroy my life. You almost cost me everything once, and I was sent away for three fucking years because of you. If anything happens and I don't get this position, I will come for you. Do you fucking understand me?" 
He squeezed tighter, making my eyes bulge and tongue push forward. I couldn't breathe. He was going to kill me. 
Where was Rowan?
The bell over the door chimed, and Luca released me, sending me crashing onto the floor. I choked on my breath, trying to suck in as much air as I could. Soft hands rubbed my back, and Summer's soft citrus scent filled my lungs. 
Luca's footsteps faded and the bell chimed again. 
"What the hell was that about?" Summer snarled at the door. She looked over my neck before glancing around the shop. "Where are your parents? We need to get a guard." 
"No!" I grabbed her arm, forcing her to stay with me. "I'm fine. Please don't." 
"What the hell, Lily?" She wiped the tears off my cheeks. Her blue eyes were wide with anger and concern. "You're not fine, and Luca was…." She leaned in, her eyes glassy. "He looked like he was going to kill you." 
I shook my head, then immediately regretted it. My head spun and pounded at the same time. "Just please let it go. I can't—" 
The bell over the door chimed again. The usually cheerful sound made the hairs along the back of my neck stand on end. Every muscle in my body tensed as I looked up at the edge of the counter, waiting to see who it was. Rowan's face came into view, and a gust of relief whooshed out of me. 
Rowan took one look at me and hopped the counter. "Lily," his tone was urgent but soft, "what happened?"
"I'm sorry," I whispered, reaching for him. "I got myself all worked up over nothing. I didn't mean to scare you." 
Summer narrowed her eyes at me, then stood, letting Rowan hold me. I was thankful when she didn't say anything. 
My mate scooped me up and placed me on the counter. He looked over my face and down my chest and legs. Not sure if my throat was red or not, I leaned forward and pressed my forehead to his chest. My hair fell forward like a curtain, hiding my neck. 
Concentrating hard, I did everything I could to block Rowan out of my mind, to shut down our bond so he couldn't feel my lie. I had no idea if it was working. Big hands trailed over my back, rubbing at my shoulders. 
"Summer?" Rowan said. "What happened?"
I turned my head slightly, glancing at my friend through my hair. Rowan wasn't using his alpha voice, so she could lie if she wanted. But if he forced her….
"I don't know," she pressed her lips together, and I dropped my gaze to the floor, ashamed and relieved at the same time. 
"Where is your escort?" Rowan asked her. "Are you here alone?"
"I came to the market with my sister and her mate. They're in the shop next door." 
I could feel Summer's eyes on me, but I couldn't bring myself to look at her. I was scared she'd demand to know why I wasn't telling Rowan what happened or why we couldn't get the guard involved. But Summer didn't know Luca or his father like I did. It didn't matter what Luca did. He was untouchable. And he'd find a way to hurt Rowan too. 
I needed to keep quiet, and it would eventually go away. 
If we all just stayed quiet, it would be okay.
I sat on the kitchen counter, watching my mate flit about, making us dinner. Rowan placed two perfectly cooked steaks on one plate, then started cutting them up. He pierced a piece with a fork, then held it up to me. I smiled, opening my mouth and letting him feed me. 
All the tension from this morning was gone. After my mom returned from her delivery, he took me home. I was grateful when he didn't tell her how I had panicked. Thankfully, he seemed to believe my stupid story about getting spooked from being alone. 
Once we arrived home, Rowan stripped me naked, then bathed me, caressing every inch of my body. Afterward, he placed me in my nest and sunk into my body, loving me slow and soft, then hard and passionate. His knot still pulsed inside me as he moved us onto our sides, holding me tight against his chest. He purred, pulling me into a deep sleep. 
Since waking about an hour ago, all I could think about was how lucky I was. My fierce, protective mate, intent on making me happy. 
I admired Rowan's powerful body while he cooked. His muscles flexed as he moved, his abs tight and tempting. 
"Does it taste okay?" Rowan asked. 
My gaze moved up to his face as I swallowed. The memory of how hard he made me come this afternoon still played out in my mind. "It's very good." 
I had no idea if it was good. 
"Lily," he said, his tone a little firmer, "it's my job to take care of you." 
"And you've done a wonderful job." His lips were so tempting, his skillful tongue hidden behind them. 
"I haven't," he said firmly. The desire gathering between my thighs died at his sharp tone. I didn't know what to say. How could he think he was anything but perfect?
Rowan sat the fork down. It clattered against the plate. "Is there a reason you don't want to tell me things? Have I done something that makes you think you can't be honest with me?" He watched my expression carefully. "What happened at the bakery?"
"My mother struggled for years to have pups," I blurted out, needing something to satisfy his curiosity. "She and my father tried for so long to have young. And this morning she asked me if we were trying. Then she left to make a delivery, and I started thinking. What if I can't have pups?" My voice dropped, struggling to look into his eyes. My words were honest but still a lie at the same time. "If I can't give you young, will you leave me?"
"Lily." He said my name so softly, pulling me to his firm chest. I nuzzled between his pecs, letting his cedar scent wash over me. "I will always want you no matter what." 
"But what if it's passed on? What if I have the same problem my mom did, and I can't give you pups?"
It was all true. They were fears I had since I was young, and my mother told me stories of how I was her miracle baby. It was clear she believed they were sweet stories, meant to show how special I was to her, but they just scared me. After I presented as an omega, they scared me even more. Betas were still skilled and useful when they couldn't have young. Barren omegas had no purpose or meaning. We were meant to birth babies. 
Rowan pulled back, placing his hand at the base of my throat. "If we never have pups, I will die buried in bliss at being able to spend my life with you. I want you, Lily. Not what you can give me. Just you." He bumped his nose to mine, kissing my lips softly. "If we have a dozen pups, I will thank the Moon for such a blessing. If we have one pup, I will spoil her rotten. If we have no pups, I'll be forced to spoil you rotten." He grinned, and I couldn't help but smile too. 
"Her?" My chest warmed at his words, and my heart swelled with my growing love for my mate. "You think we'll have a girl?" 
"I hope for a girl. One with your eyes and hair and sweet face and lovely temperament and kind heart." 
"Will she have nothing of you?"
"If the Moon loves me, she will bless us with a pup that is all you. She won't force a poor youngin to look like this." He motioned at himself as if he wasn't the sexiest alpha in all of Madra. 
I bit my bottom lip and shook my head. "You are ridiculous if you think you aren't a very impressive beast." 
Leaning in, he pressed his mouth to mine, kissing me softly at first, then deepening it. His tongue moved possessively with mine, his big hand cupping my cheek. How did he always make me feel so loved and cherished? 
He broke the kiss, channeling his fingers through my hair. "You keep too much inside you." He pressed a finger between my brows, easing the lines away. "You worry too much. I want to take the reason for these little lines away."
I sighed hard, wishing he could. "I know." 
"No more battling your mind alone," he said a little firmer as if scolding me. But he wasn't. He was horrible at punishing me. "Let me care for you." 
"I promise." I rested my chin against his chest, looking up at him. His dark eyes sparkled down at me. My words were true. I would be better at letting him protect me, but it was also my job to protect him. Even from Luca. "I'll let you care for me." 
Rowan kissed my nose, then continued feeding me. My tummy was full and happy, a sleepy sensation washing over me. My mate collected the dirty dishes, setting them in the sink. 
I twisted my hands together before finally deciding to ask the question that had been burning inside me all day. "Alpha?" 
Rowan hummed in response. 
"Is it hard to move up in the ranks as a guard?" 
He turned, leaning against the counter. "It's not hard if you are willing to work for it. Why?" 
I paused, trying to word my question just right so he wouldn't be suspicious. "If you wanted to be a member of the Pack Alpha's personal guard, would it take you long?" 
He crossed his arms. "Why are you asking?" 
"I heard the Pack Alpha had an opening and was looking to fill it. I was just curious how long something like that might take." 
Rowan scratched at the scruff along his jaw. "It's hard to say. If Caz has an alpha with the training ready to slip into the role, it can be filled immediately. If he doesn't it can take months of trials and tests to find the right wolf. Are you wanting me to apply—" 
"No!" I said quickly, hoping I hadn't offended him. "I would never tell you what to do with your work. I really was just curious. Summer and I were talking about it." 
I tried to force happiness through our bond. The fake emotion made me feel a bit nauseous, but it was all I could do to hide the fear washing over me. Months. It might take months for Luca to get the job, and until then, he would be watching me and maybe even Rowan.
"You promised," Rowan's deep voice broke through my thoughts. He narrowed his eyes. "What's going on in that beautiful brain of yours." 
I hesitated for only a moment, then I cracked—just a bit. "I heard Luca was trying for the position. A lot of power comes with being so close to the Pack Alpha, and if he gets it—" 
"No," Rowan's voice was harsh and loud, making me flinch. He placed a long finger under my chin, forcing me to look up at him. "I forbid you from ever thinking about that fucker ever again." 
I opened my mouth to argue, but I could sense him warring with his wolf, so I closed it, saying nothing. 
"Omega," he cleared his throat, trying to calm down, "I cannot change what happened to you, but I can protect you going forward. Luca is not your problem anymore. He's mine. And right now, the best thing for us is for him to get that job." 
I jerked at his words, not understanding. "How can you say that?"
"Luca has spent his whole life protected by his father's status. I guarantee Caz has no idea of the shit he's pulled. But working so closely with him, Caz will see through Luca's bullshit. It'll only be a matter of time before he's branded a rogue and out on his ass." 
"But," I whispered, "what if he doesn't get the job?"
"Does it matter?" 
I shook my head, twisting my fingers together. "No, I was just curious." 
"No more thinking about that fucker." He picked me up, locking my ankles around his hips. "I need to fuck you again. Maybe spank this ass for being too unruly with your thoughts." He smacked my bare bottom, making me squeal, before laying me in my nest.




TWO MONTHS LATER

ROWAN
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I dipped my fingers deep into Lily's tight cunt, humming at the drenched feel of her. "Look at all that cum inside you," I growled, watching it squish up around my fingers. She nodded, still delirious from the force of her last orgasm. "Do you need more?" 
She bucked her hips in response. "Please," she whined. 
I chucked, thrilled at her insatiable appetite. Her craving for my seed had been out of control lately. She needed me near her, beside her, inside her at all times. And I allowed the change in my mate to feed my hopes. Even my mother noticed the changes in Lily, pointing out her increased appetite and sleepy demeanor. 
"Rowan," Lily groaned, digging her fingernails into my shoulders. "Your cock. Give me your cock."
I growled deep in my chest, eager to give her what she needed. Gripping her hips, I rutted forward, filling her in one fierce thrust. She gasped, then moaned, exposing her neck to me.
"Fuck," I gritted out, already on the verge of coming. The things this little omega did to me. 
Looking down at her flushed body, I stared at where we were connected, moving my hand between us. I rubbed Lily's swollen clit, then moved lower to where my cock was stuffed inside her. I traced her stretched flesh, feeling both her and my shaft at the same time. 
I snapped my hips hard, and her pussy clenched tight around me. Her sweet scent heightened as she screamed, coming apart almost instantly. Slick gushed, pushing out around my expanding knot and dripping over my balls. 
"Look at you coming so sweetly for me," I growled, pounding into her. My knot pulsed, and my balls tightened, ready to come. I let out a vicious roar, then sank my fangs deep into my mate's soft throat, reclaiming her. 
Her body tensed beneath me, shaking hard. "Rowan," she whispered, a soft whimper leaving her throat. 
I removed my fangs, lapping at her skin. "What is it, my love?" I asked as I continued to pump my orgasm inside her wet heat, filling her to bursting. 
"I'm hungry." 
I chuckled, and my cock flexed inside her, making her hiss. "I promise I will feed you the second my knot goes down." I kissed her cheek, unable to help the pure bliss thrumming in my veins. 
"What?" Lily whispered, her eyes finally focusing on my face. "Why are you smiling like that?"
"I think before we head to the festival, we should go to the infirmary first."
Lily's eyes went wide, and she placed her hands on both sides of my face. "What's wrong? Are you sick? Hurt?"
"No." I kissed her lips. "I think having them check you over might be a good idea." 
Her brows pulled together. "I'm not sick, though. I know I've been kind of sleepy lately, but I feel fine." 
"You've also been hungry and needy," I paused, hoping I wouldn't offend her, "and a little moody." 
Her mouth pulled tight, and her eyes narrowed. "I'm not moody or needy," she said, her usually sweet tone edging sharp. "I've just felt a little off lately. It's not very nice of you to—"
I kissed her to shut her up. Her lips were tight against mine, but she slowly eased as I kissed and nuzzled her. "You're not hearing me," I whispered against her lips. I moved my hand between us, touching her stomach. "You've been feeling a little off?" I gave her a pointed look, smiling as her eyes went wide. 
"Do you think…Could I be…" She covered her mouth, tears gathering in her beautiful eyes. Then she laughed. "I might be pregnant?"
"I don't want to get your hopes up, but—"
Lily crashed her mouth to mine. Pure joy flowed through our bond like a river. Tears slipped out the corners of her eyes, falling into her hair and over my fingers. 
"Rowan," she squeaked, pressing her cheek to mine and holding me close, "I hope it's true. I want it more than anything." 
And so did I. 
Despite Lily's promise a few months back about being more open and honest, she had been agitated and closed off. Since that day when she freaked out in the bakery, she rarely left the house unless I was with her. 
Thankfully, Mina and Summer were very sweet, taking turns visiting her almost every day. They kept Lily relaxed and distracted while I worked long hours at the packhouse.   
I just hoped a pup would help ease her back to normal. 
Lily practically floated as we left the infirmary. She walked with a euphoric look on her face. Her small hands stayed firmly over her belly as if trying to cradle the life growing inside her. She looked so happy. I wanted to keep her this way forever. 
"I need to tell our parents." She turned her dreamy expression to me. "My mother might die of happiness." 
I pulled Lily in front of me, pressing her back to my chest, then wrapped my arms around her. Placing my hands on her flat stomach, I whispered in her ear. "I can't wait for this belly to be big and round."
"Me too." She placed her hands over mine. 
"You look happy," Mina said as she strolled toward us. Her little dress bounced up as she walked, Ivor's eyes squarely on her ass. "What are you smiling about?"
Lily looked over her shoulder at me, biting her bottom lip. I whispered, "You tell whoever you want, my mate." 
"I'm pregnant!" she blurted out. 
Mina's mouth fell open with shock, then flung her arms around Lily, pulling her from me. The two omegas squealed and laughed, fawning over my mate's tiny tummy. Ivor shook my hand, immediately saying he hoped the Moon would curse us with twins. I laughed, silently liking the idea. 
We made our way toward the town square. Lily sought out her parents, finding them near the feasting table, setting out baskets filled with rolls. My overly excited mate ran to them, pulling each into a tight hug. The moment she told her mother we were expecting, the beta burst into tears. Which, of course, made Lily cry too. Beta Samuels smiled wide at his mate and daughter as they hugged and cried, and I couldn't help but do the same.
"What's going on?" Summer asked, stepping up next to me. Lily was too wrapped up in her mother's affections to hear anything else. 
"They're going to have a pup," Mina said. 
Summer laughed, then slapped me on the back. "Good luck with that." 
I narrowed my eyes at the small, blonde omega, then glanced around. "Where is your escort? How is no one ever with you?"
"They're over there." She gave a lazy wave in no particular direction. 
"Summer," I said, feeling a little fatherly, "you need to be careful. There are lots of alphas that would snatch up an unclaimed omega like yourself." 
"Like him?" Summer shot, motioning to the fountain near the temple. 
I turned, and my whole body went tight. Luca walked along the edge of the square, his eyes firmly on my mate. My fangs punched forward, not caring for the look in his eyes. 
"Luca is so creepy." Mina pushed into Ivor's side. 
Summer snorted, crossing her arms. "Why are all the advisor's sons so weird?"
"I'm an advisor's son," I said, raising my brows at the omega's assessment. 
Her smile grew, her cocky grin consuming her whole face. "I know." 
I shook my head at her boldness. "One day, someone is going to put you in your place." 
"Maybe, but until that day comes, I intend to spend every moment having fun." She grabbed Lily's hand, pulling my mate and Mina toward the center square to dance. 
The omegas had a wonderful time laughing, eating and drinking. Lily stuck with water, radiating pure joy as she declined more than one drink. Every time she came near me, my hands gravitated to her stomach, making her giggle and blush. 
The sun set and the festival grew and the music became more lively as the drinks flowed. Sitting at a small table, Ivor and I watched our mates closely while they danced and laughed. 
"Sir." Nix's familiar voice made me look over my shoulder. He looked tense. 
"Are you on duty tonight?" I asked, noticing the way he was scanning the crowd. 
"No." He took a seat next to Ivor. "I've just been keeping an eye on everyone." I nodded, understanding. It was hard to turn off the instinct to protect the pack when off duty. "Luca has been acting odd this evening. He's pacing the perimeter of the square and seems to keep glaring at you. Or at least in your direction." 
Ivor let out a bitter laugh. "Doesn't surprise me. I heard he was kicked out of the packhouse yesterday."
"What for?" I asked, scanning the crowd. I found Luca standing near the temple, arms crossed and scowling at no one in particular. 
Ivor spoke loudly, not caring who overheard. "Apparently, he actually thought he'd qualify for a job working with Alpha Caz's family on merit alone. We all know Luca relies on his father to secure everything for him. But the fucker didn't have enough grit to qualify. My dad said Luca acted like a common rogue when he found out. Almost tried to challenge his own father for not doing enough." 
I narrowed my eyes at the fucker, noticing how his glare pushed through the crowd, straight to Lily. It made my hackles rise, and I stood. 
"Want me to go talk to him?" Ivor asked, cracking his knuckles. 
"No." I edged around the table, trying to remain calm. "I've got it." 
The crowd parted as I marched toward Luca. Several alphas stopped to see who I was glaring at. I was a few feet from the fucker before he even noticed me. He had shit instincts and no business protecting our Pack Alpha's family. 
"What the fuck do you want?" he shot, puffing out his chest to look bigger. He had a few inches on me, but he was lanky. Wiry muscle. Easy to subdue. 
"I want to know why the fuck you're looking at my mate like that." 
His eyes flashed red, his fingers flexing with heavy claws. I prayed he was dumb enough to attack me in front of the whole pack. It would get him out of my village once and for all. His father couldn't protect him with so many witnessing his violence firsthand. 
"She looks pretty happy over there," he said in a forcefully controlled voice. "I heard Charis gushing to my mother that you're expecting." 
I snarled, not caring for the way his teeth flashed as he spoke. "Don't fucking talk about my mate." 
His shitty grin pulled tighter, and I reminded myself that I couldn't lose control. Not for this asshole.  
"You might want to make sure it's yours." 
My blood pounded in my ears, and my muscles strained to react, but the sound of pups squealing and omegas laughing kept me grounded. The pack danced and mingled behind me, my mate within them. My bond with Lily twisted as she sensed my tense emotions. I immediately sent her soft reassurances, concentrating hard so she won't feel my rage. 
"Be careful, Luca," I snarled. "One day, you'll fuck with the wrong omega, and your daddy won't be able to save you." 
His lips twitched, pointed fangs on full display. I readied myself, feeling his attack coming. But then his eyes pushed past me, and his expression softened. He smiled wide, then shrugged. 
Ivor's familiar presence moved at my right. Nix on my left. 
"See you around, Rowan." Luca clicked his tongue, walking off. 
I kept my eyes on him, not turning away until he disappeared behind the sewing cottage. 
"Where's Lily?" I spun, scanning the crowd. 
"There." Nix gave a jerk of his head. "I've kept her in my periphery. She's dancing with Summer and Mina." 
I followed his gaze, finding my gorgeous mate, twirling and laughing. Her silky black hair swung around her shoulders, falling into her eyes. She looked so carefree and beautiful. And I'd fucking kill anyone that tried to take her joy away from her. 




THE TOWN SQUARE

LILY
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"You're gonna get so big!" Mina teased, poking my side. I sighed at the thought, smiling so wide my cheeks hurt.  
"Will you still work at the bakery?" Summer threaded her fingers through the tangles in my hair. It felt good, exposing the back of my sweaty neck to the warm summer air.
"I don't think so." I leaned into Summer's touch. "I like being home." 
"You like waiting for your stud to get home," Mina snorted, fanning herself with a small stack of napkins. 
My mother caught my attention out of the corner of my eye, holding up a glass of water. She lifted it, indicating I needed to drink. I smiled at her, picking up my cup and taking a quick sip. She nodded in approval and then went back to chatting with her friends. Both my parents were smiling just as much as me. Even my father was a little more relaxed, saying he was officially old and ready to retire. 
It was all so perfect. 
But the nagging feeling that it could all end crawled out of the darkest parts of my mind. I scanned the area looking for Rowan. He was very irritated earlier, and I needed to see his face to make sure he was okay. 
Sensing me, Rowan sent a warm pulse of happiness through our mating bond. My sexy alpha stood on the other side of the dance floor, his heated gaze directly on me. He tapped between his brows, and I relaxed my expression, smiling. 
Feeling a little flirty, I rushed to him, flinging myself into his arms. He laughed deep, holding me to his sexy, bare chest. 
"Are you having fun?" he asked, his deep voice tingling my spine. 
"Very much. Dance with me?"
He gave me a sheepish smile, nodding. He was a horrible dancer and it made me love him even more. 
Well after midnight, after all the pups had been dragged home by tired parents and all the whiskey ran dry, Rowan finally declared it bedtime. I kissed my friends, and all our parents on their cheeks then took my mate's hand. 
I was exhausted. It might have been my imagination, but my stomach felt a little heavier like I needed extra rest for the little bun growing inside me. 
Without waiting for Rowan to offer, I raised my arms, silently asking him to pick me up. The desire to have him as close as possible was intense. His forearm hitched under my bottom, pulling me up, so my legs dangled on either side of his hips. I pushed my nose into the warm column of his throat, humming as his rich, warm scent enveloped me completely. 
Rowan cupped my bottom, smoothing his palm from one side to the other, then up my back. And before I knew it, I was asleep. 
I rolled over, and the sun cut a fierce beam across my face, burning through the back of my eyelids. Groaning, I moved back onto my side. The bed was cool to the touch on Rowan's side, and the house was very quiet. Sitting up, I was a little disappointed that he hadn't woken me before going to work. I missed him already. He had stayed home for the last week, helping me clean and nest. I wasn't very far along, but the desire to have every inch of the house smell like me and my mate was intense. 
Grabbing my robe, I headed toward the kitchen, happy to find a plate of fruit and fresh bread on the table. It made me smile. My sweet mate, taking care of us. 
I placed my hand on my belly, imagining the teeny life blossoming inside me. Was it a boy? A girl? Alpha? Omega? Or maybe even a beta?
There were so many unknowns, and I couldn't wait to meet the little pup. 
After washing the dishes and wiping down the counter, I moved to the bedroom, ready to strip the bed. The sheets were overdue for a cleaning and needed to be re-scented. I had an arm full of pillows when the front door creaked open. I suppressed a squeal and hurried down the hall, excited to have Rowan home early. 
I stepped into the living room, and shock ripped through me. 
Luca stood in the doorway, scanning the sitting area, then the kitchen, before seeing me. His eyes met mine, and his fists curled tight. I jerked to run, racing back toward the bedroom. Luca's heavy feet were right behind me, his angry snarls echoing in my ears. I grabbed the edge of the bedroom door, but before I could slam it shut, Luca's big hand slapped against the soft wood, forcing it back open with a thwack. 
"Rowan is on his way home right now!" I screamed, fear making my voice crack. 
Suddenly, my left eye stung and watered, followed by the distinct taste of blood in my mouth. 
It took far too long to realize Luca had slapped me, and I was now on the floor. I closed my eyes and screamed through my mating bond, begging Rowan to come home. His intense power pulsed through me, letting me know he was on his way. 
Luca grabbed my upper arm, squeezing tight as he forced me to my feet. His anger was so thick it made my hands shake uncontrollably as he crowded me against the wall.
Unable to stop my body from submitting to him, I displayed the back of my neck. "What do you want?" I whispered, hating how weak and small I was. 
"I just wanted to see you." He stepped even closer, pressing his nose into my hair. 
Keeping my eyes down, I whispered, "I kept my promise. I didn't say anything. I—" 
Luca growled, cutting me off. "I don't give a shit about that." He squeezed my upper arms tight. "Do you have any idea how bad you've fucked me up?"
Shaking my head, I didn't understand. "I didn't…" my voice slipped away, a high-pitched whine taking its place. I was so confused. 
"You've destroyed me." He fisted my hair, jerking my head back, forcing me to look at him. His face was twisted with so much rage. "That day in the forest, when you tempted me. Until that moment, I was normal. I was happy." He smiled. The expression was pained and forced. "I wanted to be a guard like my dad and have a family. All the normal shit younglings are supposed to want. But since the second I scented you, it fucked with my wolf so thoroughly, it broke me. You broke me. Even when I lost the position at the packhouse, all I could think about was you."
He wrapped a clawed hand around my neck and squeezed, watching my face with rapt attention. Then he whispered so softly I almost didn't hear him, "Nothing else in my life matters. Only you. We are fated, Lily." 
Shock stole my ability to think properly. "No," I whispered. 
"We are," he said as if stating a fact. "I have thought about you and dreamt about you countless times in the last ten years. Every girl I have kissed has fallen short compared to you. They didn't taste as sweet or feel as soft." He slowly traced my mating bite, then he brushed his thumb right over it, sending a thick wave of nausea through my body. 
And I lost it. 
I screamed and snarled, bashing my fists against his chest, neck, and arms. He didn't even flinch. He was a statue of terror, growing roots in my house and in my head. 
He would forever torment me. 
"You belong to me," he growled, tightening his grip on my throat.
"Fuck you!" I screamed as loud as I could, my wolf snarling and snapping within me. "I don't belong to you! I am Rowan's mate. I'm carrying his pup! And if you ever come near me again, I will kill you!"
Another sharp slap to my cheek made my head spin, and my throat tightened, spit flooding my mouth. Forcing myself to focus, I settled my feet, then swung my knee up as hard and fast as I could, hitting him directly in the balls. 
Luca doubled over, grunting hard. I stumbled back, desperately looking for a way to escape. A deep, guttural noise rattled from Luca's heaving chest. He panted hard as he forced himself to look up at me. His eyes were bright red, and his long fangs were fully distended. 
I was trapped. 
Placing my hands over my stomach, I squared my shoulders, ready to fight with everything I had…even though I already knew it would be a losing battle. 
A dark figure appeared in the doorway, and I let out a deep breath of relief. 
Rowan's eyes locked on Luca's back, and I swore my mate doubled in size. Rowan was a mass of muscle and rage. He looked so terrifying I was almost scared to move. He roared, and I cringed, covering my ears. Luca spun, facing my mate. 
Both alphas crouched to attack, and I dropped to the floor, pushing myself under the bed. The vicious sound of fists on flesh and pained grunts filled the room. I trembled, curling into myself.
My heartbeat pounded in my temples, and snot poured down my face as I sobbed. Cradling my stomach, I prayed to the Moon, begging her to help Rowan. I sucked down a painful gust of air, then froze, realizing the fighting had stopped. 
I brushed my hair out of my face, shocked to see several pairs of feet in my bedroom. Two alphas were being dragged out of the room, several pairs of feet following them. Someone stepped up to the end of the bed, then they kneeled. 
I hissed, growling low in my throat. I didn't want to see anyone but Rowan. 
"Lily?" Nix's familiar voice drifted toward me, and I instantly relaxed. He settled onto his hands and knees, and his dark eyes framed by messy brown hair came into view. "It's safe to come out, omega." 
Desperately needing to see my mate, I grabbed Nix's outstretched hand, letting him pull me out from under the bed. I stayed close to him as we walked through the house and out the front door. 
"Rowan!" I yelled, running to my alpha, but Nix grabbed my hand, stopping me. 
"He's still lost to his wolf right now," he warned. "Let him settle first."
I wanted to protest that Rowan would never hurt me, but he was right. Rowan fought like a beast against the two guards trying to hold him in place. He struggled and jerked, growling and cursing at a bloody mass not far from our porch. 
Luca was slumped in the dirt, panting hard as if he couldn’t catch his breath. His hand covered his throat, blood gushing out from between his fingers. His head rolled toward me, and his eyes widened as they focused on my face. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. More blood poured from his wound, a river cascading down his bruised chest. 
"Lily?" Nix said, making me turn away from Luca. "Can I pick you up and carry you to the infirmary?"
"But Rowan…" I pointed at my still feral mate. Ivor had joined the other guards, trying to get him under control. 
"He'll be okay," Nix said. "But he'll kick my ass if I don't make sure you're okay first." He smiled sweetly at me, looking like the young pup I had grown up with. Without saying a word, I simply held up my arms, letting him carry me. 
It felt like an eternity waiting for Rowan to arrive at the infirmary, but when he finally did, he insisted the healer check me over again with him present. The poor beta agreed to his ridiculous request. 
"Your mate is okay, alpha," Healer Stace said, placing a few herbs in a metal tin. "The bruise on her eye will probably be ugly when it finishes blooming, but don't let that worry you. Lily needs to take it easy for a while. Nothing strenuous. And I mean nothing." She narrowed her eyes, giving Rowan a pointed look. 
"Of course," he said quickly, caressing my stomach. His knuckles were cracked, and dried blood was splattered up and down his arms. Even though I knew it wasn't his, it was still a terrifying sight. 
"Drink this tea tonight to help you sleep." Healer Stace placed the tin into my hand. "Make him wait on you hand and foot." She gave me a little wink. 
I forced a smile. Everyone's soft tones and light comments were making me feel worse. I knew they were all scared I'd fall into complete distress, but it was stupid not to acknowledge what just happened. Luca could have killed me or the pup. 
He still could...
"I'm so proud of you," Rowan said the moment Healer Stace wandered away. "You looked so brave and fearless when I got to the bedroom. You kept yourself safe until I got there." 
"I didn't," I whispered, rubbing my stomach. "Luca could have—"
Rowan quickly shushed me, cupping my cheeks. "You did. You protected our pup." 
I scrunched up my face. There was no point arguing with the alpha when he was like this. "What's going to happen to Luca?" I asked, unable to think about anything else. How long would it be before he turned up in my living room again?
Without a word, Rowan picked me up, carrying me out of the infirmary. Confused, I looked over his shoulder toward the cabins, wondering why he was taking me through the market. But before I could ask, the crowd thinned, and Dage appeared. He looked worn and old. Like he had lived a thousand lives since the last time I saw him. The older alpha marched past Rowan, glaring at him hard. Then Dage's eyes shifted to me. He looked almost sad…or ashamed? But before I could figure it out, he turned his head, walking past us. 
"Where are we going?" I asked.
Rowan kept his eyes front. "You need to see this." 
Most of the crowd was gone by the time we reached the big iron gate, but a few younger alphas stood around with their arms crossed, watching the fuss. 
Luca lay in a heap next to the main gate. His eyes were open, not focusing on anything. A mangled gash covered the length of his throat, but no blood pulsed out of it anymore. 
"Is he dead?" I asked, unable to believe it. 
"Yes," Rowan snarled, holding me a little tighter. "And he died trying to hurt a member of our pack, so his body will rot in the wildlands." Rowan looked down at me, his dark eyes holding so much emotion. "You're safe." 
I had no idea what to say. 
I wasn't happy or relieved or angry. I was just numb. 
After a moment, Rowan turned to take me back home. I stared over his shoulder, watching as a guard heaved Luca limp body over his shoulder. A few others guards followed as they left the village, taking my nightmare with them. 
I settled my hands over my stomach and let out a long, slow breath. 
I was finally safe. 




EPILOGUE

ROWAN
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I ran as fast as I could, hitting the porch of our little cabin and slamming my shoulder into the door. I spun, frantically searching for the healer, but not seeing her anywhere. She was supposed to be right behind me! 
“Beta Tiff?” I yelled, panicked. “TIFF!”
“Right here, you beast. Calm down.” The middle-aged woman hustled over the hill, huffing and sweating. I raced back and picked her up. “I told you back at the infirmary. I don’t need to be carried!” She smacked me in the face with her bag, but I ignored her. 
Once inside the cabin, I set the beta on her feet and made my way to the spare room—the pup’s room. Lily sat in the center of her nest, cradling her big belly. She groaned and moaned, rocking forward onto her hands and knees. Her mother sat behind her, rubbing her back and humming softly.
“She’s here! The midwife’s here!” I said far too loudly. Charis smiled sweetly and gestured for me to speak softer. 
Tiff sat down in front of Lily and slowly opened her bag. I wanted to scream at her for moving so slow. “Can I get you to sit as straight up as you can, sweetie? I just need to check on the progress of your pup.”
I settled next to my mate, helping her to lean back against her mother. Lily’s swollen belly seemed to tighten and squeeze, the pup eager to come into this world. It was such an amazing and odd sight. 
The midwife placed a hand between Lily’s legs, causing my mate to whine in discomfort. 
“You’re doing so good, baby,” Charis whispered, smoothing Lily’s hair away from her face. “So good, my sweet pup.” 
I felt useless. 
The adrenaline pumping through my body was insatiable. My wolf wanted to kill a bear, swim across the ocean, and split the center of the earth. Something other than just sitting and watching my mate writhe in agony while doing fucking nothing. 
“Oh, yes,” Beta Tiff nodded. She removed her hand, and I jerked, my senses overflowing at the blood on her fingers. “Calm down, alpha.” Tiff wiped the mess off. She placed her hands on her knees and leaned toward me with a stern glare. “Birthing pups is hard. Your omega will be in a lot of pain, and there will be a bit of blood. You will not turn into an uncaged beast in this room. Do you understand?”
My wolf bristled at her tone, but I nodded, unwilling to say or do anything that might put Lily at risk. I needed this midwife focused entirely on my mate. Not me. 
Lily let out a sharp whine that melted into a long groan. She squeezed my hand as I willed her to pour every drop of pain coursing through her body into me. 
“I know, sweetie. I know.” Charis reached over and patted my arm. “Rowan, move here. Take my spot.” 
She shifted, allowing me to slip behind my mate. Lily rolled forward onto her hands and knees again, rocking and grunting. Charis grabbed my hands and placed them on Lily’s lower back, forcing me to squeeze her tense muscles. 
I rubbed and caressed and massaged every damn place I could reach. Gauging all of Lily’s sounds and movements, I applied more pressure when needed and jumped back when she snapped at me for touching her too much. The whole process was exhausting and awful, and I couldn’t help but wonder why any intelligent wolf would ever choose to do this more than once. And the pup wasn’t even here yet!
The day wore on, and night quickly fell. My wolf wallowed within me, unable to take the sight of our omega in so much pain. Watching her sweet face, flushed and puffy, etched with agony and tears. It was the most horrible thing I had ever endured. 
But then, just before dawn, the most amazing thing happened. 
“That’s it,” Tiff whispered, helping Lily into a deep squat. 
I sat just behind her, my hands hovering near her hips, too scared to actually touch her. I had been snapped at far too many times for being too close. Then for not being close enough. Then too close again. I waited patiently for Lily to tell me what to do. 
“I see a head!” Charis squealed, angling herself down to see under her daughter. 
“Yeah?” I wanted to yell how excited I was the pup had a head, but thankfully I just laughed, too fucking excited to get any other words out. 
“That’s it, Lily. One more good push.” 
Lily let out a guttural growl, then a sharp yip. She bared down and her whole body shook hard. 
Beta Tiff jumped into action, reaching for the baby’s head. I leaned back to see what she was doing. She unwrapped a bloody cord from around the pup’s neck, then nodded at me. “You’re going to help her lay back here in a second, alpha.” 
I nodded, ready for my next orders. 
“Lily,” Tiff said, “with the next sharp pain, I want you to push very hard. Just once more. That’s it.” 
There was a horrible moment of silence as we all stared at my exhausted mate. She kept her head down, breathing steady, rocking gently on her feet. 
Then she pushed. 
Lily fell back against me as her hands instinctively went for the pup. She pulled the tiny babe up and against her chest. Beta Tiff threw a thin cloth over the pup, then rubbed its back vigorously. Her brutal movements made my fangs lengthen. She was being far too rough for such a slight creature. The pup let out a strangled cry, then learned quickly to use the full volume of its lungs, letting all of Madra hear its displeasure. 
“There we are.” Tiff smiled. 
Charis let out a deep breath, her hands over her heart.
“Boy or girl?” Lilly asked, wiping the pup’s face and cooing softly. 
Charis lifted the edge of the blanket. “Boy,” she smiled. 
I beamed. I couldn’t help it. We had a boy. 
After another hour of waiting for some really disgusting stuff to come out of my mate, Tiff walked Lily through a few basics of caring for our new son and reminded me of my duties as a mate. I’d normally snap at anyone that dared to presume I didn’t know how to care for Lily, but I was far too happy, nodding like a simpleton. 
After Tiff left, Charis cooed and kissed the pup while I helped Lily clean herself. After cooking a meal and kissing the pup one more time, Charis headed home, giving us some privacy. 
The three of us snuggled into the now clean and freshly made nest. Lily had scented the blankets beforehand, making sure they were covered in a soft mixture of both our scents, letting our son get to know us. I spooned Lily, leaning over her to stare at our sweet little boy. 
Pups didn’t present until the age of twelve or thirteen, but some pups were born with characteristics of their status so clear you could almost instantly tell what they would be. And this sweet pup was most definitely an omega. 
Everything from his tiny toes to his fluttering eyelashes and milky scent screamed omega. And I had never been so fucking happy. 
“What’s his name, alpha?” Lily kissed his little head for the hundredth time. I couldn’t blame her. The smell of new life was like nothing else on this earth. 
“Endon?”
“This is serious,” she frowned. “Pick a real name.”
“Endon is a real name. I knew a very trustworthy troll named Endon.”
“I will not let my young be named after a troll.” She raised her brows to convey the seriousness of the situation.
“My apologies.” I held up a hand in surrender, not wanting to argue after seeing what she was capable of enduring. I was convinced Lily could be turned inside out and continue to live. 
“Finn?” 
She made a face.
“Ashor?”
She shook her head.
I suppressed the urge to groan and quickly went through the mental list of all the names I had thought of. It was a pack tradition to let the father name the baby, but it was also common knowledge that the person that birthed the pup had the final say. And after seeing what Lily went through, I couldn’t agree more. 
“Tate?”
Lily gasped. “Tate.” She leaned down, pressing several small kisses along his cheeks, lips, and nose. “Do you like that? Do you want to be Tate?” 
The pup let out a soft gurgle and his little arms startled. 
“Oh, he just loves it,” Lily declared, fixing the small blanket around him. 
I leaned down and kissed her shoulder, watching my mate dote on our pup. He had a little button nose, a few little wisps of black hair, and his lips were drawn in the softest pout. 
He was his mother. 
He was perfect. 
THE END 
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BLURB
What happens when you trade your soul for the eternal damnation of those who wronged but you didn’t read the fine print? 
You become the Devil’s baby momma.





CHAPTER ONE

NATALIA
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A scratching sound jars me from my sleep. I jolt upright, my chest heaving as remnants of my nightmare drift away. Seconds tick by as I orient myself and surroundings. The soft fleece of my winter sheets creates a warm cocoon around my legs as does my flannel nightgown. They remind me that I’m safe and alone in my apartment. 
A glance at the clock shows me it’s the witching hour, but I’m not afraid of the demons said to roam at this time. Only the demons of my past haunt me, and I long since did away with them—thanks to a deal I made with the Devil.
As if summoned by my thoughts, the scratching at my window resumes, drawing my attention. In the pale light of the moon, a long, black claw rakes down the smooth surface, raising the hairs on my arm. Dammit, what was the saying…
Speak of the Devil.
My heart thuds in recognition as I wonder what he’s doing here, in the dead of night. I knew when I signed my soul over to the ruler of Hell, we’d meet again, but I assumed it wouldn’t be until I died. A gasp escapes, bouncing off the walls of my bedroom.
Is he here to escort me to the underworld?
Shouldn’t the Grim Reaper be coming instead?
I stomp to the window, pulling it open so the freezing air outside swirls inward, but it does nothing to cool my ire.
“I’m not dying!”
The demonic man floating by whatever unknown magic he possesses doesn’t bat an eyelash at my outburst. Instead, he simply ducks his head and enters my room.
“Don’t you need permission to enter?”
“That’s a vampire you’re thinking of, angel.”
I snort at his absurd nickname and repeat my earlier statement.
The Devil smirks. “I know you’re not dying—you wouldn’t be any good to me dead.”
His announcement stymies me.
“Then why are you here?”
“Have you forgotten your promise to me so soon, little one?”
My lips curl into a scowl. I’m not little, per se, but compared to this man—more like beast—I am. He’s well over seven feet, not including the stereotypical horns.
“I sold you my soul in exchange…my freedom.”
“Hmmm, I believe the specific wording on the contract is ‘your life for a new life’.”
Again, I pause, my eyes narrowing. “Noooooo. Using the spell that crazy lady in New Orleans gave me, I called you to me and bargained an exchange of getting rid of my family for my soul.”
“Those were your words, not what was in the contract, and because you didn’t read it—a foolish mistake on your part—you assumed that’s what it entailed.”
“B-b-but you did as I requested, right?”
“Yes. I granted you a new life by disposing of your terrible family to the deepest, darkest pits of Hell.”
Hearing this perks me up a bit. 
The deepest, darkest pits are where those monsters deserve to be.
“And now you give me your life.”
The Devil’s words take a moment to sink in. “You want to kill me?!”
My shrill voice cuts into the blackness of my room, but the evil man just rolls his eyes. “Are you listening to me? A dead Natalia is no good. I don’t want your soul, I want your body.”




CHAPTER TWO

LUCIFER
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The wheels turn in Natalia’s brain as she tries to figure out what I mean. To my amusement, she comes to the wrong conclusion. 
“My body? Like you need parts to perform some satanic ritual or something?!”
Her hazel gaze flashes indignantly, and I barely repress a chuckle.
“Nope. Guess again.”
Natalia chews on her full bottom lip, the action stirring my barely curbed lust as the feral hunger inside of me grows. She ponders what I could possibly mean when if she merely looked down, it would be obvious. 
I’m wearing tight jeans and a leather jacket over a t-shirt, a la human, because it’s cold as shit outside, but the denim fabric does nothing to mask my hard-on. It’s rather impressive, if I do say so myself, but then again, I’m the Devil. Of course, I have a big dick—you have to, to run a place like Hell.
“I have no idea! Just tell me, please!”
“You really should show the Prince of Hell a little more respect. I have a legion of demons at my beck and call.”
“I’ve known worse.”
Her sad whisper tugs a bit at the vestiges of my compassion. Although buried, some humanity still lingers inside of me, although I’ve never been human. God made us to protect them, and so, he instilled their emotions in each of us.
When I fell—willingly jumped off the cliff is more like it—a lot of those sentiments became twisted or dormant. In my line of work, kindness kills. Any softness gets devoured bit by bit until you’re nothing but a husk.
“Want me to tell you about your family?”
“No.”
Her terse answer surprises me. I would delight in hearing about the gruesome pain meted out on those who wronged me, but it would seem that Natalia would rather just forget.
“They’re extremely uncomfortable.”
Understatement of the century—they’re fucking wish they were dead.
“I don’t want them uncomfortable. I want them sorry.”
A grimace carves along my face. I can give her their eternal suffering, but never their genuine regret. Only they can gift her that, and I doubt those monsters are truly sorry. I make a mental note to double down on their punishment—only the best for my girl.
“Satan?”
“Lucifer. Satan is a human name given to me by those sycophants of He Whose Name We Don’t Speak.”
“Voldemort?”
“God, you little smartass.”
“Riiiiiiight.”
She’s so cute. I’m going to spank her tight ass and knock her up, and she doesn’t even know it.
“Ok, Lucy—”
“Lucifer,” I growl.
Natalia smirks.
Doesn’t. Even. Know.
“Apologies. Lucy…fer, what do you need my body for?”
I shoot her a predatory smirk full of evil intent.
“To be the vessel that carries my heir.”
She wrinkles her nose.
“Vessel that carries your heir? What does that—oh, hell no! I did not sign up for that!”
“Actually, you did.”
Natalia shakes her head faster than a horny dog humping its favorite toy.
“N-n-o, I bartered my soul.”
“Well, that’s what you offered, but not what I stipulated in the contract.”
Snapping my fingers, I bring said document before us. The parchment made of the dried skin of my victims glows faintly with my power. With a wave of my hand, I push it toward Natalia to read. She scans the inked words, horror creeping into her angel-like features. 
Although she clearly detests the nickname, it suits her so well. She’s the embodiment of everything good and pure, what true angels should be like—what humans believe them to be. Instead, they’re a bunch of stuck-up dickbags who suck God’s cock.
Spoiler alert, my dick is way better, and that’s not just my ego talking. I have plenty of glowing reviews on my website, Dicked By The Devil. Five stars, all of them.
Natalia’s chorus of “nos” is like music to my ears. She’s in denial but can’t escape what’s been promised to me in blood.
She’s having my baby, whether she likes it or not.




CHAPTER THREE

NATALIA
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This is a nightmare—a fucking dumpster fire come to life. I promised Satan my soul and came to terms long ago that I’d be spending forever down below in exchange for what I wanted, but it was worth it. An eternity in Hell was nothing in comparison to an eternity of suffering The Devil guaranteed my family would have. 
What I didn’t barter was my damned body to be used as a baby machine for the guy! It’s so outrageous, I can barely see straight.
“This is not what I said,” I grit out.
“Listen, it’s not my fault you didn’t read the contract. That’s common sense one-oh-one.”
I scoff, tossing my unruly blond hair out of my face.
“And how do I know you didn’t change it after I signed, hmm?”
The Devil’s dark brown eyes flash red until completely bleeding to black, making him look every inch a demon.
“My word is bond and our agreement is sealed in blood, meaning nothing can be altered afterward.”
“I don’t believe you.”
He shrugs, his eyes returning back to normal. Er, well, what I consider normal. An amused grin teases his full lips. I’m pretty pissed, but damn, does the Devil have a gorgeous mouth, which really just infuriates me more.
“Who’s going to challenge me, cupcake?”
Well, shit.
Who, indeed?
“Don’t call me that. I’m not having your baby.”
“Agree to disagree. I’ve prepared everything you’ll need at my home, but I understand if you want to pack a bag of any personal belongings.”
“I can’t just up and leave! What about my job? My life?”
“Can you honestly say you’re fulfilled?”
His question arrests me because deep down, I’m not. I thought with my family gone, my world would be all rainbows and sunshine, but something felt missing. I’m empty inside. As if sensing my inner turmoil, the Devil gives me a gentle look that belies everything known to man about the guy.
“Let me give you everything you deserve. You’ll want for nothing. I promise I can make you happy if you only give me the chance. What do you have to lose?”
He whispers the words, stepping into my personal space. An interesting scent—cologne mixed with the faint whiff of a campfire—wafts between us. Handsome and he smells good. That’s just not fair, but the Devil plays dirty.
“Come on, Natalia. Give me one night.”
Despite the contract, it feels like he’s still offering me a choice. I bite my lip. In truth, I’m so alone, it hurts. I’ve cut myself off from people around me. Only this man knows my secrets, understands me in a way no  one else ever could.
“And as an added bonus to siring the future heir of Hell and being my queen, you can personally partake in the torture of the souls I hold dominion over.”
Queen?
He wants me to become the Queen of Hell?!
But that question is eclipsed when I absorb the rest of his enticement.
“Are you saying…”“Yep. I’m saying you can have your cake and eat it, too, angel. For the past ten years, your parents and older brother have been made fucking miserable, but come with me, and you can help make them even more so. The sky’s the limit. Want to have them skinned alive so they bleed to death but actually never die?”
A giggle wells up, partly from the sheer insanity of his words and partly from how sick I am because I do want that. Levi, my mom, and my dad deserve no less. It’s because of them my younger sister is dead. She committed suicide when I was just fifteen, her a year younger.
Levi raped her over and over, and my parents knew but did nothing to stop him. They broke my sweet sister—my best friend—and took her from me. They’re monsters and being skinned alive brings me unholy relish.
“Ok.”
The Devil quirks a brow.
“Seal it with a kiss.” 




CHAPTER FOUR

LUCIFER
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Natalia licks her lips as a shiver runs down her curvy frame. She stares up at me, her pupils blown, and I step in closer until our chests touch. Hers heaves at the contact, and a possessive growl rumbles from me.  Mine.
Leaning down, I brush my mouth over hers in a whisper of kiss. When she doesn’t pull back, I do it again, this time applying more pressure. She meets me halfway, and I sweep my tongue over the seam of her lips, demanding entry.
She acquiesces, opening with a gasp, and I claim her, one step closer to making her mine. When she summoned me ten years ago, I knew then I wanted her. I waited impatiently for her to live her life, to heal, but with every passing year, she just seemed to dwindle more. At my side, I’ll bring her happiness.
Deepening the kiss, I transport us from her apartment to my bedroom in my castle. She’s so engrossed in our lip lock that Natalia doesn’t notice right away, but she jerks away when the backs of her knees meet my bed and buckle.
“Where are we?!”
“My room.”
“In Hell?!”
“Welcome to the Underworld, my beautiful one. Now, where were we?”
Before she can answer, I resume my exploration of my lips over hers, tumbling her backwards onto my giant bed until I’m sprawled on top of her. We make out like teenagers, as the humans say, touching and tasting one another.
As we continue, she frantically claws at my clothes. Snapping my fingers, the fabric disappears. Natalia squeaks, and the sound squeezes my heart. It’s so human, so endearing. Cute. I watch her gaze lick over my body, growing more hooded by the second.
Here, in my kingdom and in my room, I show her the real me. My onyx skin, charred from my fall. It healed, but the pearlescent whiteness never returned. My tail, a gift from one of the demons and a sign of his loyalty to me. Of course, she’s already seen my horns, forked tongue, and eyes, but when I give her my back, she erupts into laughter.
There, over the scars of where God ripped my wings from my body, is a tattoo of the Big Man himself…choking on my cock.
“That is the most hilarious and horrifying thing I’ve ever seen.”
I chuckle.
“I’m nothing but honest.”
“An honest demon, hmmm?”
“Actually, angel, I’m not a demon. I just look like one. I’m an angel, whether God wants to acknowledge it or not.”
“Erm, then what are demons?”
“They’re His Holy Dickbag’s first creations. God considered them abominations and sent them to a place far from the perfect kingdom he intended to make. I was thrown out of Heaven because I defended these poor creatures. They are like Frankenstein’s monster, never asking to be brought into this world but seeking only acceptance and love.”
Natalia’s face screws into a scowl.
“God kinda sounds like a jerk.”
Now, I really let loose a laugh.
“You have no idea, but I don’t wanna talk about my archnemesis.” I turn around to face her, my cock jutting up against my stomach. Natalia’s eyes widen and the heady scent of her arousal sweetens the air.  “I know we have a contract, but I won’t take you against your will.”
Something skitters over her face that I haven’t seen from another being—except my demons—in a long time: adoration.
“I want this.”
Her husky murmur makes my dick jerk, and I grip the base, squeezing it hard.
“Are you sure? You were freaking out not too long ago…”
“Well, yeah, you completely threw me through a loop! But I’m content to be down here with you, meting out punishment.”
Ah, so it’s really her family that made her concede. I will change that shortly.
“So, no issues with begetting me an heir?”
“Nope, none.” She smiles sweetly—too sweetly. “But you do know these things take time. Months, years even.”
I smother my snicker at her manipulations behind a hand. Natalia has an IDU and thinks she’s out-smarted me. It won’t take years or even months. She’s getting pregnant.
Tonight.




CHAPTER FIVE

NATALIA
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The Devil stares down at me, his massive dick glistening with pre-cum, and I couldn’t lie to him. I want him inside of me, filling up the dark void that seems to stretch wider with every passing day. I yearn for someone to touch me, make love to me, fuck me, even. 
Only he will ever understand my pain—the true me. Besides, I’m on birth control that’ll last five years. Even after it wears off, my gyno cautioned that it could take a long time for my body to start ovulating correctly again, meaning I’m not having a baby anytime soon.
But I’m happy to practice—and as an added bonus, I get to personally torture those monsters I once called my family.
“Take off your clothes, angel.”
Pushing off the bed, I sit up, grabbing the hem of my pajama top. I peel it off, revealing my braless status underneath. The Devil’s eyes glow ruby at the sight of my full breasts and slightly rounded stomach. In the same manner, I shimmy out of my bottoms until I’m naked.
I lean back against his bed. The black, silky sheets feel marvelous against my skin, and his room is the perfect temperature—not at all hot like I’ve always been told. My pale skin looks even more like a dead fish’s against the ebony bedding, and I cringe, mumbling about how I need a tan.
“Your skin is luminescent with health. Truthfully, it reminds me of mine before I fell without the opaline sheen.”
The idea disconcerts me as I can’t imagine him with anything but his jet-black body.
“Well, I prefer how you look now.”
The Devil smirks.
“You never saw me as an angel. You might change your mind.”
“Nope. Angels just have wings. You have horns for me to hold onto and a tail that can do naughty things to me.”
He stills, a quiet awe seeping into his expression, as if no one has ever accepted him in his new form. Then, his lips curl into a smirk full of wicked intent.
“Thank you, angel, and you’re right. My fallen features are much more fun. Let me show you.”
Shifting onto the bed over me, the Devil flicks out his forked tongue, tickling along my ear and down my neck. He nibbles the underside of one breast and then the other before swirling around both nipples. 
The two splits in his tongue move independently, and he encircles the sensitive peaks until my back bows and I cry out. The temperature in the room jumps ninety degrees when the Devil laps lower. When his mouth hovers over the apex of my legs, he lashes out with his tongue against my clit.
I whimper at the silken caress, needing more, but the Devil is a tease. It’s not until I’m writhing and begging that he lets me come. Something akin to a snarl rumbles from his lips straight into my core as I explode over his tongue.
“You’re fucking delicious. I’m going to have your pussy for every meal for the rest of my life.”
A breathless laugh trickles from me as I float back down from my orgasmic high.
“I probably won’t stop you.”
“Good. You couldn’t if you tried. It’s my new favorite food.”
The Devil kisses his way back up my body before aligning his cock against my center. I squirm at the contact.
“Wait! I want to—”
“Angel, as much as I want your mouth on me, another time. If I don’t get inside of you in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to unleash the fucking apocalypse over mankind.”
My mouth shapes into an O as he pushes the thick head of his obsidian dick just a hint. Although I’m not a virgin, I haven’t had many sexual encounters, and it’s been a hot minute since I’ve done this. The Devil inches in a smidgen more, stretching me to new limits that brings both pleasure and pain.
After two more minutes pass and he’s barely a quarter in, I rise up on my elbows.
“Um, Lucifer, it kills me to say this, but I don’t think you’re going to fit.”
“This pussy was created for me. I’ll fit.”
Another two minutes later, I’m panting, clawing at his shoulders, unsure whether I want to pull him closer or shove him away. It’s then that he bumps something deep within me. My thighs clench together as my pussy spasms at the contact.
“What was that?!”
“My cock kissing your cervix.”
I don’t have time to process this information before he covers my mouth with his. Slowly, I relax under him, only then does he move. At first, his thrusts are shallow, and he watches my face closely, gauging my reaction. Both touched and irritated at his consideration, I tug him to me.
“Stop being gentle.”
“You aren’t in control here, angel—”
“Please.”
“Fuck, I’m a sucker for begging, but if I hurt you, I’m spanking your ass.”
I choke back my laughter.
“How is that punishment?”
The Devil grumbles something dark under his breath, but fucks me faster. He leans his face into mine, and I grip his horns, holding on for dear life as he splits me in two.  His tail snakes out to stroke one side of my ass before curving around my front.
The pointed tip grazes my clit, flicking it in a rapid motion that matches his thrusts. I stare up at him, his gaze locked on mine, his back hunched given his excessive height compared to mine. Faster and faster, he plunges, taking us both to the edge.
“I-I’m going to come!”
The Devil hums.
“Yes, my queen, coat my cock in your juices. I want to feel your tight, little pussy squeeze around me as you come.”
His dirty words set me off, and my orgasm triggers his. Warmth floods me, and I marvel at the feel of his throbbing dick unleashing inside of me. His brown gaze softens as we ride out our passion together. A profound sense of homecoming washes over me, followed by drowsiness.
“That was incredible,” the Devil purrs.
“It was—and I told you that you wouldn’t fit all the way!”
He tweaks my nose, his cock twitching deep inside of me.
“Someday I will. I have an eternity to stretch to perfection.”
All I can say is I wish I went to Hell sooner.




CHAPTER SIX

LUCIFER
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Natalia cuddles into me, and I loathe to pull out of her, but I know she’s sore. I watch in fascination as my seed spills out of her pussy when I’m out. With quick fingers, I push it back inside of her before lifting her legs up. Then, I place my hands over her womb, her body warming under the power I’m pulsing into her. Natalia tilts her head. 
“Whatcha doing?”
Her voice slurs like she’s drunk off my cum, just how I want her.
“Ensuring we made a baby.”
She quirks a brow.
“You’re awfully arrogant that your little swimmers got the job done.”
“I know they got the job done. We’re having a son to reign over Hell, and you, my beautiful angel, will be my queen.”
“Right, well, I’m not worried about getting pregnant. And what if it were a girl? Hmmm? Ever think of that? I bet someday you have a daughter.”
Chuckling, I don’t bother to correct her that I manipulated my sperm to guarantee not only that I knocked her up, but also to ensure that it’s a boy. A thought occurs to me at her teasing. Closing my eyes, I place my hands on her once more, pushing the full extent of my capabilities to split the egg and shift the chromosomes of one to XX.
Natalia doesn’t budge, exhausted from our hour of passion and already drifting off to sleep. I peck her forehead in affection before brushing a wisp of golden hair from her face. This woman undoes me and is my match in every way. Together, we will rule Hell, the proverbial Hades and Persephone of our time, and when our son and daughter are grown, they will help me rage war against the bastard God who kicked me out of his kingdom.
All I have to do is bide my time, and I have an eternity of it to breed an army from perfect Natalia. She will never leave my side. Mine. And every morning, she’ll wake up with my cum dripping down her legs until my seed takes root deep inside of her again—and again.
Begetting one heir will never be enough, nor will I ever tire of fucking my queen. Tonight heralded a new era for Natalia, and I have a lifetime to bind her to me in every way. Eventually, she’ll love me, and in doing so, she’ll free me from the shackles God placed on me when he sent me spiraling down. Then, I’ll make my move.
Get the cigars ready, you Almighty Asshole, the Devil’s about to become a daddy.
THE END
Thank you for reading THE DEVIL’S BARGAIN. If you want to read more monstrous stories with breeding, please check out my BOGEYMEN series or my standalone co-write with R.L. Caulder, CAPTURED BY THE MONSTERS . 
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