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CONTENT WARNING


This book contains adult content intended for readers 18+ only.

Made for Ruin explores primal desires, forbidden attractions, and the raw edges of love.

Although this is a romance at its heart, this book ventures into darker and more intense territory than my other mountain men books.

For readers seeking an erotic romance that burns hotter and cuts deeper, you'll find that here. It includes:

• Explicit sexual content and BDSM scenes

• A controlling and possessive alpha male hero who demands total surrender

• Physical violence

• References to gambling addiction and family trauma

The central relationship features power exchange dynamics and scenes of dominance/submission. Our hero is unapologetically commanding and protective to the point of possessiveness. His need to control and claim what he considers his drives much of the story.

For readers seeking a softer, more contemporary romance dynamic, this book may not be for you.

While passionate and intense, some scenes may be triggering for sensitive readers.

Please proceed with caution if these topics are concerning for you.


ONE
LAINEY


The scent of burning metal hits me before I even open the oven door.

Instantly, I hit the emergency shutoff switch, cutting power before smoke can start filling the diner.

“Yep,” Carl, our mechanic, says. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

He crouches down to examine the access panel beneath the oven’s main chamber. Then he shines his flashlight inside and frowns at whatever he sees. I kneel beside him, peering into the maze of wiring and heating elements.

“What do you think?” I ask nervously. “Could it just be a loose connection?”

Carl sighs. “I wish it was that simple. See that?” He points his flashlight at a section of badly corroded metal. “Your heating element is completely shot. And from the looks of it, the wiring’s starting to go too.”

I bite my lip. “Can we just replace it?”

“On a newer model, sure.” Carl sits back on his heels, wiping his hands on his coveralls. “But this oven’s older than you are, Lainey. They don’t even make these parts anymore.”

“How much for a new one?”

“Industrial unit this size?” Carl hesitates. “With delivery and installation, you’re looking at twenty thousand. Minimum.”

My stomach drops.

Twenty thousand might as well be twenty million right now. I don’t have that kind of cash. We’re barely making payroll as it is.

“And you’re sure there’s nothing else we can do?” I ask. “Just to get it going in the meantime?”

Carl’s expression softens.

“Tell you what. I know a guy who specializes in older systems like yours. I’ll reach out to him today. If he has the parts we need, I could probably get it running again.”

Hope rises in my chest. “Really? You think that could work?”

“Can’t make any promises,” Carl says. “But if he’s got what we need, I could do it for five thousand.”

My shoulders relax slightly. It’s still more than I want to spend right now, but it’s manageable. Maybe I can use my emergency fund.

“Okay,” I nod. “Let’s try it. And Carl, thank you. Really. This means everything.”

He waves off my gratitude with a callused hand.

“Don’t mention it. Your dad was good people. Man never turned away anyone who needed a meal, even when times were tight. Least I can do is help his girl keep the lights on.”

The simple kindness in his voice makes my throat tight. I walk him to the door, morning sunlight streaming through the windows.

“I’ll reach out in a few days once I track down those parts,” Carl says. He hefts his toolbox. “Take care of yourself, Lainey.”

I watch him head to his truck as I turn the sign on the door from “Closed” to “Open.”

Then I sigh as I walk over to the framed photos lining the wall, trying to remind myself that things won’t always be this way.

The Piney Creek Diner has been in my family for more than fifty years. My grandparents started it back in the sixties, and then my dad took over when they retired.

The diner sits right where the mountain roads converge, perched on forty acres that back up to the national forest. Truckers and tourists stop here on their way to the park, mixing with locals who’ve been coming in for breakfast since my grandparents’ time. From our front windows, you can see clear across the valley to where the mountains rise up blue and endless. In summer, wildflowers carpet the meadow behind the building. In winter, the snow drifts so high we have to plow the access road twice a day.

Developers have been after our land for years. And each time they call the amount of money they offer gets more ridiculous. But Dad always said this spot was sacred. Not just the diner, but the forest and the view and the quiet that comes with being the last stop before wilderness.

The diner’s not glamorous by any means. The linoleum floors are scuffed, the vinyl booths are more patch than original material, and the ancient coffee makers groan to life each morning. But it’s my family’s legacy.

And I’ll do whatever it takes to keep it going.

With a final sigh, I wipe the tears from my eyes, tie on an apron and start getting ready for the morning rush.

I head into the walk-in fridge, hoping to find some muffins to tide us over since the oven is out. Our blueberry muffins are legendary in this town. People drive for miles just to get a taste. Unfortunately, there’s only one lonely blueberry muffin left.

My stomach rumbles loudly as I pick it up.

Money’s been tight these last few weeks, and I haven’t eaten anything since last night’s questionable gas station hot dog. Usually, I try to save the pastries for the customers. But after the morning I’ve had I could use a little pick me up.

I’m just about to unwrap it when the bell above the front door chimes.

“Morning, Lainey,” a voice calls out.

I recognize it instantly.

Joe is seventy-five and retired, but he still keeps cop hours. He comes in at 6:15 on the dot every morning and orders a cup of black coffee and a blueberry muffin while he reads the morning paper.

Sure enough, when I poke my head out of the kitchen, Joe is sitting at the counter in his usual spot. His faded John Deere hat sits crooked on his head, revealing wisps of white hair.

I emerge from the kitchen carrying the last blueberry muffin on a plate for him.

“Morning, Joe. Wasn’t expecting to see you today. I thought you and Margie were in Arizona all week.”

Joe grins. “Got back early. Margie wanted to stay a few extra days, but you know me. I can only take so much of that desert heat before I start missing the mountains.”

I grin back as I hand him the muffin. “How are the grandbabies?”

“Growing like weeds.” Joe chuckles as he unfolds his newspaper. “The little one, Timmy, he’s walking now. And talking up a storm.” His eyes scan the mostly empty diner. “How are things around here? Seems a little quiet for a Friday morning.”

I bite my lip, debating how much to share.

I don’t want to worry him, but Joe has been coming here for as long as I can remember. He’s practically family.

“Well, we’re having a little trouble with the bread oven,” I admit, trying to keep my voice light. “Carl’s looking into it.”

Joe frowns. “Sounds expensive.”

“It’s a little pricey. But it’s nothing we can’t handle.” I force a smile. “Anyway, let me grab you that coffee. Won’t be but a minute.”

“Take your time. Paper’s not going anywhere.”

I head to the back and start prepping the coffee makers. I fill the industrial-sized filters with our signature dark roast blend and slide the pots into place. Then I turn the machines on, watching as the hot water starts to drip through and the rich aroma of fresh coffee starts to fill the air.

While the coffee brews, I head back to the fridge to grab the creamer. Only this time, the door sticks. I brace my foot against the wall and pull harder. After a few tugs, it finally gives way with a sudden pop, sending me stumbling backward. Right into the shelf of waiting dishes.

Instantly, cold water from last night’s soaking pans cascades over me.

My uniform goes from crisp white to soaked and clinging in seconds. Leftover soap suds slide down my back.

“Lainey?” Joe calls out. “You okay back there?”

“I’m fine!” I call back. “Just a little accident. I’ll be right out.”

I look down at my soaked uniform. Water drips steadily onto the floor, forming puddles around my shoes.

Ugh.

Twenty thousand for a new oven. And now I need to somehow change clothes before the morning rush. This day just keeps getting better.

Somehow, I manage to wring out my apron enough that it’s not dripping everywhere. The white fabric is still damp and clinging uncomfortably to my skin, but it’ll have to do for now. I twist my hair up into a messy bun and head back out to the dining room.

“Here you go, Joe.” I pour the steaming liquid into his mug, watching it swirl and settle. “Fresh and hot, just like you like it.”

“You’re an angel, Lainey.” Joe winks at me before taking a sip. Then he sighs contentedly. “Hits the spot every time.”

I’m just about to set the pot back down on the hot plate when the bell over the door chimes again. I glance up, expecting to see one of our regulars.

But it’s not any of the familiar faces I’m used to seeing this time of morning.

It’s Marcus Ruins.

Instantly, my heart stutters in my chest.

Marcus is the hottest mountain man in Cooper Heights. At 6’4”, he fills the diner’s doorway with pure muscle. His broad shoulders strain against his flannel shirt, and the rolled sleeves show off forearms thick with veins. The fabric stretches across his chest, and his powerful thighs flex beneath worn jeans. His dark hair is cut short and neat, silver threading his temples, and his trimmed beard accentuates the sharp angle of his jaw. Everything about him screams mountain man strength.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Joe calls out jovially as he sets down his newspaper. “About time you came back to civilization, Ruin. It’s been a while.”

Marcus nods. “Morning, Joe.” Then his gaze lands on me. “Morning, Lainey.”

“Morning Marcus,” I chirp, ignoring the way my pulse kicks up a notch at the sound of my name on his lips. “Doing okay this morning?”

He settles onto a stool at the counter. “Doing just fine.”

I slide him a menu. “Kitchen’s not quite up and running yet. But I can scrounge up some toast in a few minutes if you’re hungry.”

“No thanks.” His amber eyes track a water droplet running down my neck before they flick back up to meet mine. “Just coffee for now.”

I swallow hard.

“Sure thing. I’ll grab a mug.”

Then I quickly turn away, grateful for the excuse to escape into the kitchen.

I’ve had a crush on Marcus since the day he moved to town five years ago. I took one look at his rugged, handsome face and I nearly forgot how to breathe.

Marcus is a real mountain man. Not one of those weekend warrior types who only pretend to rough it before retreating to their cushy cabins with all the modern amenities. He lives off the grid in a log cabin he built himself, deep in the heart of the mountains about twenty minutes outside of town.

I know it’s silly to be so turned on by the fact that Marcus can split a tree in half with his bare hands. But I can’t help it. There’s just something about him that makes me feel safe and protected. Like he could shield me from anything.

Sometimes, late at night, I imagine what it would be like to be held in those strong arms of his. To have his calloused hands skim over my skin, tracing every curve and hollow.

Which is ridiculous because Marcus is the last man I should feel anything about. He’s more than twenty years older than me.

I also used to date his son, Axel.

When I emerge from the kitchen, I’m surprised to see that Marcus is no longer sitting at the counter. Instead, he’s moved to a booth by the window, his large frame taking up nearly the entire bench seat.

I set the mug down in front of him and start to pour. “I see you decided to upgrade to a booth.”

“Counter gets uncomfortable after a while.” He shifts slightly, as if demonstrating how the small counter stools don’t quite accommodate his size. “Booth’s better.”

“Of course.” I try not to think about the solid muscle that lies beneath that flannel shirt. “More room to spread out too.”

He just nods, attention already turning to the steaming mug in front of him.

“Well,” I finish pouring his coffee and set the pot down on the table. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

I start to turn away, but my wet shoes choose that exact moment to betray me.

My foot slips on the slick linoleum and I feel myself pitching forward. I let out a yelp and brace myself for impact with the unforgiving floor.

But the impact never comes. Instead, I feel a strong arm wrap around my waist, halting my fall.

“Careful,” Marcus rumbles as he pulls me upright and against his solid chest. “Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

I swallow hard, suddenly very aware of every place our bodies are touching. The heat of his skin seeps through the damp fabric of my uniform, warming me in ways that have nothing to do with the temperature of the diner.

“Thanks,” I manage to say, my voice coming out breathier than I intend. “Guess I should have changed after my little accident in the kitchen.”

He frowns as he takes in my soaked uniform. “What happened?”

“Oh, you know. Just a little battle with the industrial fridge. Fridge won this round.” I try to laugh it off, but it comes out sounding forced and awkward.

Marcus doesn’t laugh.

Instead, his frown deepens. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” I assure him, suddenly very aware of the fact that his arm is still wrapped around my waist. “Just a little wet.”

Instantly, I feel my cheeks burn at my unintended innuendo.

“I mean, not that kind of wet, obviously,” I stammer, trying to backtrack. “You know, just like regular wet.”

Something flares in Marcus’s gaze at my words.

His eyes darken and his grip on my waist tightens imperceptibly before he seems to catch himself. Then he clears his throat and loosens his hold, allowing me to step back.

“Right,” he says gruffly. “I should let you get back to work.”

“Yeah. Work. I should...do that.” I bob my head in a jerky nod, my face on fire. “Um, enjoy your coffee.”

I don’t wait for his response. I turn on my heel and make a beeline for the kitchen, moving as fast as my damp shoes will allow. Mortification burns through me as I push through the swinging door and into the blessed solitude of the back room.

Oh my gosh.

I can’t believe I just said that. To Axel’s fucking dad. A man who is off-limits in every possible way.

What the heck is wrong with me?

I groan and thunk my forehead against the cool metal of the industrial fridge, wishing the appliance would just swallow me whole.


TWO
MARCUS


I watch as Lainey disappears behind the door toward the back of the kitchen. And like the sick bastard I am, I can’t stop thinking about how easily I could have pulled her closer instead of letting her go.

Fuck.

I scrub a hand across my beard and stare out the window, watching the morning traffic crawl past.

I’ve been obsessed with Lainey Daniels from the moment I first laid eyes on her five years ago.

I was fresh out of the Marines, sitting in this booth drinking black coffee, when she walked out of the kitchen carrying a tray of apple pie.

She was like a fantasy come to life. Honey-blonde waves tumbled past her shoulders. The sweetest face I’d ever seen. Lush tits. A tiny waist. Thick thighs. And generous curves that made my hands itch to grab her hips and pull her close.

The attraction was instant and primal. But I knew it was wrong. She was barely legal, and I was old enough to be her dad. Not to mention that she was friends with my son, Axel.

But even when she and Axel started dating, I still couldn’t stop thinking about her. I couldn’t stop imagining her beneath me, moaning my name as I showed her what it meant to be with a real man.

And when they broke up a few months ago, I was secretly glad.

I love my son, but Axel has a lot of fucking growing up to do. Lainey deserves better than someone who cheats on her and takes her for granted. She deserves someone who will cherish her, protect her, and give her everything she wants.

Someone like me.

Over the years I’ve tried my best to stay away, to focus on work, to remember all the reasons this can never happen. But every visit to this diner, every glimpse of her smile, every sound of her laugh brings the wanting roaring back.

I push away from the window and head for the door, needing to put some distance between me and the temptation in the kitchen. I’m about to step outside when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and glance at the screen. It’s my best friend Reign.

“We need to talk.”

I sigh. “Now’s not a good time.”

“Make time. It’s important.”

Reign and I served together in the Marines, and he’s the closest thing I have to a brother. If he says it’s important, it’s important.

“Fine. What time do you want to meet up?”

“Now. Where are you?”

I hesitate, glancing back toward the kitchen where Lainey disappeared.

I sigh. “I’m at the Piney Creek Diner.”

“Where is that?”

“On the corner Lost Forest Drive and Bellvue.”

“Be there in five,” Reign responds. Then the line goes dead.

Five minutes later, the bell over the door chimes and I glance over to see Reign slip inside, his suit out of place among the faded flannel and muddy work boots of the morning crowd.

Reign spots me and strides over, sliding into the booth across from me with a frown. He glances around at the shabby interior of the diner, taking in the peeling vinyl seats and chipped tabletops.

“Interesting choice,” Reign comments, raising an eyebrow. “A bit out of the way for you, isn’t it?”

I shrug and take a sip of my coffee. “I like their omelets. And the coffee’s good.”

Reign frowns. “Since when do you give a shit about the coffee?”

Before I can answer, Lainey appears at our table, a menu in hand and her usual warm smile in place.

“Welcome to the Piney Creek Diner,” she says to Reign. “Can I get you started with something to drink? Maybe some coffee or tea?”

Reign turns the full wattage of his charm on her, flashing a grin that makes most women go weak in the knees.

“Coffee sounds perfect, sweetheart,” he says. “And I’ll take a look at that menu, see what looks good.”

I want to punch the shit out of him for calling my girl sweetheart, even though I know it’s just Reign being Reign.

But if Lainey’s affected by his charm, she doesn’t show it. Instead, she just nods and sets the menu in front of him.

“I’ll give you a minute to decide. Holler if you have any questions.” Then she turns to me and her smile softens, turning to something more familiar. “More coffee?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“Let me know if you boys need anything else,” she says. Her eyes meet mine for a brief, charged moment before she turns and heads back behind the counter.

When I look back at Reign, he’s got one eyebrow cocked, a knowing smirk playing on his lips. “You come here for the coffee, huh?”

“Fuck off.”

“So you gonna tell me who she is? Or do I have to guess?”

I sigh and cross my arms over my chest. “Her name’s Lainey. She owns the diner.”

Both of Reign’s eyebrows shoot up at that.

“Owns it?” He glances toward the counter where she’s carefully counting out change from the till. “She doesn’t look old enough to be out of high school.”

“She’s not that fucking young.” The defensiveness in my voice surprises me. I take a breath, forcing my shoulders to relax. “She’s twenty-three.”

“Still. I’ve got combat boots older than her. She inherit this place or something?”

I nod. “Her dad passed away last year. Left her the diner and a mountain of debt. She’s been busting her ass to keep the place afloat ever since.”

“Shit. No family or anything?”

“Nope. Just her deadbeat brother. But he got locked up five years ago right before I moved here.”

Reign gives a low whistle. “That’s a lot of responsibility. Running a business at her age.”

“She’s making it work.” A hint of pride creeps into my voice. “Lainey’s got a good head on her shoulders. She’s tougher than she looks.”

And I admire the hell out of her for it. I’ve watched her struggle and fight for this shabby little diner, never once complaining, never giving up.

Reign is still studying me, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Sounds like you know her pretty well.”

I shrug. “She’s friends with Axel.” Then I decide to drop the bombshell. Might as well get it over with. “They dated for a while, too.”

Reign’s coffee cup freezes halfway to his mouth. The surprise on his face would be comical if the subject wasn’t making my hands curl into fists under the table. “Axel, as in your son Axel?”

“Yep.”

A slow grin spreads across his face. “The plot thickens.”

“Fucking tell me about it.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re just going to pretend you don’t want her?”

“What else can I do?” I snap, struggling to keep my voice low. “She’s twenty-three. I’m forty-fucking-five. And she’s Axel’s ex.”

“Who gives a shit what Axel thinks?”

I glare at him. “Things are rocky enough between me and Axel as it is without me dating his ex.”

“I’m just saying that life’s too short for regrets. Sometimes you have to go after what you want.”

“What I want is to not fuck up my relationship with my kid any more than I already have.”

Reign holds up his hands.

“Fair enough.” Then he lowers his voice. “Anyway, there’s another reason why I’m here. I need your help.”

I set down my mug. “With what?”

“I have a job.”

“No.”

Reign chuckles. “You don’t even know what the job is.”

“Don’t need to.” I push my coffee away. “I’m done with that life. You know that.”

After fifteen years in the Marines, civilian life had felt impossible – too quiet, too normal, too safe. When Reign showed up in Cooper Heights suggesting we start our own security company, it had been exactly what I needed.

For five years, we built our reputation handling the kinds of problems that required absolute discretion and specialized skills. We operated in the shadows, taking contracts from clients who couldn’t go through official channels. The work was dangerous, lucrative, and gave me the rush of adrenaline I craved after leaving the service.

But that was before last year when everything changed. Now the thought of going back makes my hands curl into fists under the table.

“Just hear me out.” Reign leans forward, lowering his voice. “This isn’t like the other jobs. It’s personal.”

My jaw tightens. Personal means complicated. Personal means messy. But something in Reign’s tone makes me pause. After twenty years of friendship, I know when my friend is truly worried about something.

“What’s the job?”

“You heard about The Summit? Opens tomorrow night.”

I can’t help but snort.

Everyone in Cooper Heights has heard about The Summit. The whispers started months ago about a new high-end club where the wealthy and powerful can indulge their darker appetites behind closed doors. The construction crews have been working around the clock to transform the old mountain lodge into something sleek and exclusive.

“Yeah. What about it?” I ask.

“I’m handling security for opening night. And I need backup.”

That gets my attention. Reign never asks for backup unless something’s seriously wrong.

“Why?”

“Enzo Castellano just got out of prison. And word is, he’s coming to The Summit’s grand opening tomorrow night.”

Fuck.

Enzo Castellano runs one of the most notorious crime families in the country. The kind of man who remembers every slight and makes sure debts get paid in blood. Our last encounter left me with three broken ribs and a knife wound that still aches when it rains.

“How the hell is he even out?” I ask. “He’s been in Blackwater what, a year? He was supposed to serve twenty.”

Reign shrugs. “You know how things go. His daughter Lorena’s getting married next month. Wanted to walk her down the aisle.”

I snort. “And they just let him out for that?”

“Money talks.” He takes a sip of coffee. “And Enzo’s got plenty of it.”

I sigh and shake my head.

“Look, things have been quiet the past few years,” Reign says. “No one’s expecting trouble, but the owner wants neutral security on site. Someone who knows how to handle Enzo if things go sideways. You’re the only other person in Cooper Heights who knows how he operates. Plus, the pay’s good.”

“Money’s not the issue.”

“Then what is?”

I stare out the diner window at the mountains rising behind town. “Last time we crossed paths with Enzo, three of our guys ended up in the hospital.”

“This is different. We’re not working against him this time. Just need to make sure everyone plays nice. All I’m asking for is one night.”

“Reign-”

“Give you something to do besides sit up in that cabin and brood.”

I glare at him. “I don’t brood.”

“Right.” His lips twitch. “You what, meditate? Commune with nature?”

“Fuck off.”

But even as I say it, I know I’m going to help. Reign and I have pulled each other out of too many firefights, saved each other’s asses too many times to count. Twenty years of friendship means something.

I sigh and scrub my hand across my beard. “How many guys you got?”

“Eight. All former military.” He meets my eyes. “Could use one more.”

I drain my coffee. “Fine. One night. But if Enzo starts anything, I’m throwing him through a window first and asking questions later.”

Reign’s mouth twitches. “I always did appreciate your subtle approach to conflict resolution.” He stands and drops a wad of cash on the table. “I’ll see you at eight tomorrow night. Wear something nice. Preferably without pine needles stuck to it.”

I flip him off as he leaves, his laughter carrying back to me.

“More coffee?”

I turn at Lainey’s voice. She’s changed into a clean uniform since the incident with the dish water earlier, her hair falling loose around her shoulders now. The coffeepot in her hands catches the morning light, and I notice the slight tremor in her fingers as she gestures with it.

“No thanks. All set.”

She shifts her weight, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Busy morning coming up. Looks like rain.”

Something in her tone makes me pause. Like she’s searching for words she can’t quite say. For a second I let myself wonder if she feels this thing between us too.

I stand, pushing those thoughts away where they belong. “Yeah. Looks like it.”

Then I head for the door without looking back. The mountains will be shrouded in clouds soon, perfect weather for staying up in my cabin and forgetting about everything else.


THREE
LAINEY


The rest of the day goes by in a blur.

The oven being out was a pain, but we made do with what we had. We served toast instead of muffins and cold sandwiches instead of hot ones. Most of the regulars didn’t even notice, or if they did, they didn’t complain. We also got a surprising influx of new faces. By the time I get back home, it’s a little bit past seven, and I’m exhausted.

When I step inside, my best friend and roommate, Ruby, is sprawled on the couch, scrolling through her phone. Spike, our bearded dragon, is perched on her shoulder like a scaly little guard dog.

“Well, look who finally decided to grace us with her presence,” Ruby says with a laugh as she looks up at me. “Spike and I were starting to think you’d been kidnapped.”

I let out a tired laugh. “Nope, not today, unfortunately.”

I drop my bag by the door and walk over to the couch.

Our apartment isn’t much—600 square feet of mismatched furniture and dreams we can barely afford. The kitchen’s little more than a narrow galley with counter space for exactly one person to cook, assuming the ancient oven decides to work.

But it’s home, or at least the closest thing Ruby and I have managed to create since Dad died, and I couldn’t keep up payments on the house.

“You look exhausted.” Ruby sits up, tucking her legs under her to make room. “Bad shift?”

I sink down next to her, letting my head fall back. “The worst. The oven’s dying. Carl came by to look at it. But he says it’ll cost at least twenty grand to replace.”

“Oh no!” Ruby’s eyes go wide. “The one that does all the pies?”

“And the biscuits. And basically everything else.” I close my eyes, seeing dollar signs swimming behind my lids.

“We could do a fundraiser? Get the regulars involved?”

I shake my head. “Dad never took handouts. I can’t start now.”

“It’s not handouts if people want to help.” Ruby nudges my shoulder while Spike scrambles down her arm to investigate the couch cushions. “The diner means something to this town.”

A lump forms in my throat.

Ruby Wilson has been my rock since we were kids. I remember the first day she showed up at Cooper Heights Elementary, her red hair wild and her green eyes daring anyone to mess with her. She plopped down next to me at lunch, declared my PB&J looked better than hers, and we’ve been inseparable ever since.

When Dad got sick during my senior year of college, Ruby was there—holding my hand at the hospital, helping me study for finals when I could barely keep my eyes open, and showing up at the diner after school to bus tables when I needed an extra hand. I don’t know what I do without her.

But before I can get too emotional, my lips curl into a small smile.

“There was one bright spot today.”

“Yeah?”

“Marcus came in.”

“Ooh, Marcus Ruins? Spill. Now.”

I groan, covering my face with my hands.

“It was mortifying. Before he got there, I spilled dishwater all over my uniform. And then I slipped right in front of him because my shoes were still wet.”

“Please don’t tell me you fell on your face”

“I almost did. But right before I hit the ground, he caught me.”

“He caught you?”

“Yep. And when he asked if I was okay, I started babbling like an idiot. I told him that I was fine, just a little wet.” I peek at her through my fingers. “And then I said, ‘not that kind of wet, just regular wet.’ Regular wet, Ruby! I actually said that to Axel’s fucking dad.”

Ruby gasps dramatically. “What did he say?”

“Just sat there looking all intense and gorgeous.” I pause, remembering the heat in his eyes and the way his jaw tightened. “Fortunately, he took mercy on me, and I ran back to the kitchen before I could embarrass myself any further.”

Ruby’s laughter fills our tiny living room.

“Well, it’s a good thing that Marcus is probably secretly in love with you too,” Ruby says, her grin widening as she leans back against the couch, clearly enjoying herself. “I mean, come on. He caught you mid-fall? That’s some rom-com-level heroics right there.”

“Ruby!” I swat her arm, my face flaming. “Stop it. You can’t just say things like that about Axel’s dad. It’s weird.”

“Weird? Or is it just true?” she fires back, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. Spike chirps in agreement, or maybe he’s just reacting to Ruby’s dramatic hand gestures.

Either way, I’m outnumbered.

“Marcus is not secretly in love with me,” I say, trying to sound firm but failing miserably because now I’m laughing too. “He’s just polite.”

“And ridiculously hot,” Ruby interrupts, smirking. “Don’t forget ridiculously hot.”

I groan again, burying my face in a throw pillow. “You’re impossible. You know that, right?”

Fortunately, my phone buzzes on the couch beside me, saving me from more of Ruby’s teasing. I glance at the screen, and my stomach drops. It’s a number I know by heart—Blackwater prison.

My heart starts pounding, and I feel that familiar mix of dread and hope churning in my chest.

Ruby notices my expression immediately. “What’s wrong?”

“My brother’s calling me.”

Her face softens. “You should take it.”

I nod back, already standing up. “I’m going to my room.”

She doesn’t say anything else, just gives me a small, reassuring smile as I grab my phone and head down the hall. My mind races as I close the door behind me and sit on the edge of my bed.

My older brother Derrick went away to prison five years ago for armed robbery. I still remember the day the police showed up at our door, the grim expressions on their faces as they told us what happened. Derrick had always been a bit wild and prone to making bad decisions. But none of us ever thought he’d go so far to rob someone at gunpoint.

I take a deep breath and answer the call. “Derrick?”

“Hey, kiddo.”

Five years inside haven’t changed the way he calls me that, like I’m still the kid who used to crawl into his bed during thunderstorms. He was my protector back then – the one who walked me to school and who scared off bullies.

Sometimes it’s hard to reconcile that Derrick with the one who got caught up with the wrong crowd, who started running with the Southside Kings.

“How are you? Is everything alright?”

“Sure, sure.” There’s a pause and I hear the background noise of other inmates. “Listen, Lainey. I need a favor.”

The knot in my stomach tightens.

Derrick’s “favors” have gotten more frequent lately. And all of them usually involve me giving him money.

“What kind of favor?”

“I owe a guy some money. And I can’t pay him back.”

My stomach turns, a sickening lurch that feels all too familiar.

Even before he went to prison, Derrick had a gambling problem. It started small—a few bucks on football games, then poker nights that stretched into early mornings. By the time he was arrested, he owed more people than I could count.

I close my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. “How much?”

There’s a long pause, the kind that makes my heart race.

“Five thousand.”

“Five thou—” I choke on the words, my voice rising. “Are you kidding me, Derrick? Where am I supposed to get that kind of money?”

“Lainey, please,” he says, his voice urgent. “This is the last payment, I swear. After this, I’m done. Clean slate.”

I want to believe him. I want to believe him so badly it hurts. But I’ve heard this before, too many times to count.

“Who do you owe it to?”

Another pause, longer this time. When Derrick speaks again, his voice is barely above a whisper.

“Enzo Castellano.”

Shit.

Enzo Castellano isn’t just some bookie or small-time loan shark. He’s dangerous.

“Lainey, please.” His voice softens, and I can hear the desperation in it. “Enzo said if I don’t pay him back by tomorrow night, things will get ugly for me in here. You know what that means.”

I do know what that means.

Enzo Castellano has a reputation. I know what he’s capable of, the kind of power he wields behind bars. If Derrick doesn’t pay...

I close my eyes, my head spinning. The oven. The diner. Dad’s legacy. But Derrick... he’s my brother. My only family left.

“Fine. How do I get the money to Enzo?” I ask, already mentally calculating how much this is going to set me back.

“You need to meet him at the Summit tomorrow night. Give the cash to him there.”

“Derrick, no,” I say immediately, my voice trembling. “That place is dangerous. I can’t just walk in there with that kind of cash.”

“Look, Lainey. I know it’s a lot to ask. But you’re all I’ve got now. Mom and Dad are gone, and you’re the only one who’s ever stuck by me. I know I’ve messed up, but I swear, this is the last time I’ll ask. I just need to get through this.”

Those words crack something in my chest. He is all I have, too. Two more years and he’ll be out. Two more years, and maybe we can be a family again.

“Okay,” I whisper. “I’ll figure it out.”

“Thanks a ton, kiddo. I owe you one.”

“That’s what family is for.” I swallow hard, gripping the phone tighter. “Love you, big brother.”

The line goes dead before I can hear if he says it back.

I flop back onto the bed, my heart pounding in my chest. The ceiling above me blurs as tears well up in my eyes, and I let them fall. I miss my Mom and Dad so much it feels like a physical ache.

They’d know what to do. They’d know how to handle Derrick, how to keep him safe without putting me in danger. But they’re gone, and it’s just me now. Just me trying to hold everything together.

I think about the diner, about the broken oven and my dwindling bank account. About how nice it would be to pick up the phone like Derrick does and call someone who could fix it all. Someone who’d say, “Don’t worry, Lainey. I’ve got this.” Someone who’d swoop in and handle the mess without me having to beg or scrape or sacrifice.

Someone who’d take care of me for once.

But that’s not how my life works.

I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand and take a shaky breath. “It’s going to be okay,” I whisper to myself. Then I stand up and head back to the living room.

Spike has migrated to his favorite spot on top of the TV, watching me with those unfathomable reptile eyes.

“Everything okay?” Ruby asks softly from the couch.

“Yeah.” I sink down next to her, trying to keep my voice even. “Everything’s fine.” But even I can hear the tremor in my voice.

Ruby mutes the TV. “What did he want?”

I pull my knees to my chest and sigh. “He owes a guy some money.”

“How much?”

“Five thousand. He wants me to meet someone at The Summit tomorrow night to hand it over.”

“The Summit?” Ruby sits up straight. “No way. That place is dangerous, Lainey.” She leans forward, her expression fierce. “And isn’t that what Carl said he needed for the oven part?”

I press my palms against my eyes. “Yeah. But Derrick says things are getting rough in there. You know what they say about Blackwater.”

“I know your brother always has some story about why he needs money,” Ruby cuts in. “And it always sounds shady.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Because it’s true? That’s why he got locked up in the first place.”

“He’s all I have left.” My voice comes out smaller than I mean it to. “I can’t let him down.”

Ruby’s expression softens. “At least don’t go alone. I’d offer, but I’ve got a late appointment with a client.”

I tap my chin thoughtfully. “I could ask Axel.”

Ruby frowns. “Is he even in town. I thought the band had shows in Seattle this week.”

“They got back yesterday. He texted me a photo of his cat.”

Spike scuttles across the back of the couch between us, and I reach out to stroke his scaly head while my mind drifts to Axel.

Axel Ruins is my other best friend and has been the third part of our little trio since sophomore year. Ruby and I used to spend afternoons watching Axel’s band, Highland Rye, practice in his mom’s garage. We’d sprawl on the old couch he kept out there, sharing convenience store slushies and critiquing their covers of classic rock songs.

Back then, he was just Axel – our goofy friend with the beautiful voice who dreamed of playing stadiums.

Then, last year, everything shifted.

After my Dad died, Axel was there for me in a way that he had never been before. He showed up at my door the night of the funeral, his guitar slung over his shoulder. We drove to the lake, where we sat on the hood of his car under a blanket of stars. He played songs I’d never heard before—ones he’d written just for me—and for the first time since Dad died, I felt like I could breathe.

For a few weeks, we tried to date and see if there could be more between us. But it wasn’t long before I saw photos on social media of Axel making out with a gorgeous redhead after a show.

I realized then that what we had was never going to be more than friendship. He’s a free spirit, always chasing the next high, the next crowd, the next girl.

And I’m… not.

I need stability, someone who’s grounded, someone who’s there for me when it matters. Not just when it’s convenient.

Somehow, we managed to salvage our friendship. These days, he’s back to being just Axel – the guy who still sends me cat photos and crashes on our couch when he’s between tours, who knows all my secrets except how I feel about his dad.

“Axel will help me out. He knows how things are with Derrick.”

Ruby snorts. “Well, just make sure you check his Instagram first. Make sure he’s not busy wooing this week’s future ex-girlfriend.”

I pull out my phone and start typing: Need a favor tomorrow night. Important. You free?

His response comes instantly: For you? Always. What kind of trouble we getting into?

I sink deeper into the couch, some of the tension leaving my shoulders. One problem solved, at least for now.

“Alright,” Ruby says, tossing a throw pillow at me. “Enough about Axel and Derrick. You’ve had a hell of a week. Let’s just chill. Order a pizza, put on Gilmore Girls, and forget about everything for a few hours. What do you say?”

“Pizza and Gilmore Girls?”I giggle. “Now, you’re speaking my love language.”

She grins, already pulling her phone out. “Damn right I am.”
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The next evening finds me pacing our tiny living room, checking my phone every thirty seconds.

My stomach churns with each step. Ruby’s perched on the kitchen counter, watching me wear a path in our already threadbare carpet while Spike bobs his head from his favorite perch on her shoulder.

“He’s only five minutes late.” Ruby tosses a piece of kale into Spike’s waiting mouth. “You know how Axel is with time.”

“I know, I just—” A sharp knock cuts me off, followed by the distinctive sound of someone trying to kick our sticky door open.

“Use the key I gave you, dumbass!” Ruby calls out.

The lock clicks and Axel shoulders his way in, all six-foot-two of him filling our doorway. My heart does that familiar little skip, not from attraction anymore, but from the pure comfort of his presence.

He’s wearing dark jeans and a black button-down that probably costs more than my rent, his dark hair artfully messy in that way that takes an hour to style. A garment bag hangs from one hand, his guitar case from the other.

“Evening ladies.” He flashes his signature grin. “Miss me?”

“Hardly.” Ruby throws a dish towel at his head and Spike scuttles down her arm. “You were just here three days ago eating all our cereal.”

Axel catches the towel without looking, his movements fluid and precise like always.

Where Marcus moves with the contained power of a predator, all raw strength and intensity, Axel has the grace of a performer, every gesture calculated for maximum effect. Not that I should be comparing them. Not that I should be thinking about Marcus at all, or how his calloused hands would feel against my skin, or— I cut that thought off hard.

“I brought presents to make up for it.” Axel holds up the garment bag with a flourish. “Well, one present. For our girl who’s about to infiltrate the most exclusive club in Cooper Heights.”

My palms start to sweat. “What kind of present?”

“The key to getting you past the door.” He unzips it to reveal a black dress that makes my breath catch. The material looks like liquid shadow, all draping fabric and subtle shimmer. It’s the kind of dress that demands attention, the opposite of what I usually wear. My fingers tremble slightly as I reach out to touch it.

“Before you say no, remember that The Summit has a strict dress code. You show up in flannel and jeans, they won’t let you within a hundred feet of the place.”

“I have dresses,” I protest weakly, though my regular wardrobe suddenly feels childish in comparison.

“Church dresses and sundresses.” He holds the dress against me, his height forcing me to look up. The fabric feels cool and expensive against my arms. “Trust me. This is what you need.”

“Since when are you a fashion expert?” But I can’t take my eyes off the dress, imagining how it might feel to wear something so beautiful.

Ruby hops off the counter and comes to inspect the dress.

“Damn, Axe. This is gorgeous.” She nudges my shoulder. “Go try it on while I interrogate our friend about his latest romantic disasters.”

I grab the dress and head for my room, Axel’s dramatic groan following me. “That was one time⁠—”

“This month,” Ruby finishes.

Their friendly bickering fades as I close my bedroom door, and I can’t help but smile. Sometimes I wonder how I got so lucky with these two.

I walk into my room and take the dress out of the plastic cover to examine it more closely. It looks expensive, the kind of dress you see in those boutique windows downtown where they don’t even bother putting price tags on anything.

I slip it on, my breath catching as the material slides over my skin. The mirror shows someone I barely recognize – curves I usually hide suddenly on display, the fabric clinging in ways that make me feel both powerful and exposed.

“Holy shit.” Ruby’s voice makes me jump. She’s standing in my doorway, eyes wide. “You look incredible.”

My cheeks flush hot. “You think?” I twist to see the back, nervous energy making my movements jerky. The dress moves with me like water. “It’s not too much?”

“It’s perfect.” Axel appears behind Ruby. His expression suddenly serious. “Hey Ruby, give us a minute?”

Ruby glances between us, then nods. “Let me get my contribution to tonight’s adventure.”

Axel waits until she’s gone, then steps into my room.

Even after all this time, there’s something surreal about him being here, this rising rock star who still feels like the boy who used to share his lunch with me in high school.

“You really think the dress is perfect?” I ask. I smooth the fabric over my hips. “I mean, it’s… a lot.”

Axel steps closer. “Yeah, I do,” he says firmly. “But the real question is—are you sure?”

I blink at him, confused. “Sure about what?”

His expression softens. “About this whole thing. About going to The Summit tonight.” His voice drops low. “You’re about to walk into a shady nightclub to hand over thousands of dollars to some guy you don’t even know. That’s risky as hell.”

“What other choice do I have? Derrick needs me. He’s my brother.”

“Yeah, and he’s also the reason the diner is in so much debt in the first place.”

“That’s not fair,” I snap. “Derrick made mistakes, but he’s trying to fix them. He’s in over his head, and I’m not going to just stand by and watch him drown.”

Axel crosses his arms, his jaw tightening.

“I get that. But you’re not exactly a lifeguard here. You’re walking into a situation you don’t understand. These people—they’re not like us. They don’t play by the same rules.”

“And what, you think I’m too naive to handle it?” I shoot back.

Axel sighs, running a hand through his hair. “That’s not what I’m saying. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I can take care of myself.”

He steps closer, his amber eyes searching mine.

“Can you? Because this isn’t some high school drama or a bad date. This is serious. And if something goes wrong, things could get bad quick.”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong,” I interrupt, though I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince him or myself.

Before he can respond, the door bursts open, and Ruby strides in, holding up a small black clutch.

“Alright, I found it. Now let’s—” She stops mid-sentence, her gaze darting between Axel and me. Her eyebrows shoot up. “Uh, everything okay here?”

Axel steps back and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Yeah,” he grumbles. “Everything’s fine.”

Ruby narrows her eyes but doesn’t press it. Instead, she holds out the clutch to me.

“Here. It’s got your ID, some cash, and pink pepper spray for your purse. It matches your dress and can blind a man at ten feet.”

I can’t help but laugh, the tension in the room dissolving as I take the clutch from her.

“Thanks, girlie. I’ll text you if anything goes sideways, okay?”

“You better. And don’t let this guy”—she jerks her thumb at Axel—”talk you out of calling me if you need backup.”

“I won’t,” I promise, squeezing her hand.

Axel rolls his eyes but doesn’t argue. Instead, he steps toward the door. “Let’s go. We’re already late.”


FOUR
MARCUS


“Name?” The bouncer barely glances up from his tablet.

“Ruins.”

His eyes snap to my face. “Mr. Ruins.” Recognition flickers as he takes me in. “Welcome to The Summit. Mr. Mitchell is waiting for you in the VIP lounge.”

I grunt in acknowledgment and shoulder past him down the hallway.

It’s opening night at The Summit, and the energy crackles through the air like static electricity. I make my way down the hallway, the thrum of bass growing louder with each step. As I round the corner, the full spectacle hits me.

The ground floor is a sea of designer suits and glittering cocktail dresses. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over polished surfaces, turning everything golden. Wait staff weave through the crowd with trays of champagne flutes balanced precariously on their fingertips.

I feel like a bull in a goddamn china shop.

Reign was right. I should’ve worn something other than my usual flannel and work boots. But it’s too late now.

My eyes scan the room, taking in the excess. A massive bar dominates one wall, shelves stocked with top-shelf liquor that probably costs more than my truck. Across the room, a DJ booth pulses with light in time to the music.

I push through the throng, muttering half-hearted apologies as I bump elbows and jostle drinks. The VIP lounge beckons from the far corner, a velvet rope and stern-faced security guard marking its entrance.

Finally breaking free of the crowd, I nod to the guard. He unhooks the rope without a word.

The vibe shifts as soon as I step inside. The music fades to a dull thrum, conversations dropping to murmurs. Plush leather couches and low tables replace the dancefloor’s frenetic energy. The lighting is softer here, amber-hued and intimate.

I spot Reign in the corner, looking like he stepped out of a Bond film in his perfectly tailored tux. A smirk plays at the corners of his mouth as he takes in my attire.

“Glad to see you dressed for the occasion,” he quips as I approach.

I settle into the seat beside him. “You know me. Always ready for a black-tie affair.”

“And here I thought I’d finally get to see you in a suit.”

I ignore his comment, scanning the room instead.

The VIP lounge is a who’s who of Cooper Heights society. Old money mingles with tech millionaires, all of them sipping overpriced cocktails and pretending they’re not sizing each other up.

“How’s security looking?” I ask, keeping my voice low.

Reign leans in, his posture relaxed but his eyes alert.

“So far, so good. We’ve got eyes on every entrance and exit. The staff’s been thoroughly vetted. And I’ve got a team monitoring the security feeds in real-time.”

I nod, impressed despite myself. Reign’s always been thorough, but he’s outdone himself tonight.

“Enzo here?”

Reign’s lips quirk in a humorless smile. “Holding court in the corner, as usual.”

I follow his gaze to a secluded alcove.

Sure enough, there’s Enzo Castellano, the unofficial king of Cooper Heights’ underworld. He’s surrounded by a mix of beautiful women and men who look like they could double as bouncers. Enzo himself is all quiet power in an impeccably tailored suit, his salt-and-pepper hair slicked back.

As I watch, he leans in to whisper something to one of his companions. The man nods sharply and slips away, disappearing into the crowd.

“What’s your read on him tonight?” I ask Reign, not taking my eyes off Enzo.

Reign shrugs, but I can see the tension in his shoulders. “He’s playing nice for now. But you know Enzo. He’s always got an angle.”

I grunt in agreement. That’s what worries me. In a room full of power players, Enzo Castellano might just be the most dangerous of them all.

As if sensing my thoughts, Enzo looks up and meets my gaze across the room. He raises his glass in a mock toast, a half-smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. My jaw clenches involuntarily.

“Ignore him,” Reign murmurs, leaning in close. “He’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”

I grunt, tearing my eyes away from Enzo’s smug face. “Easier said than done.”

Reign claps a hand on my shoulder.

“Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour. Show you where you’ll be posted tonight.”

I nod, grateful for the distraction. As we stand, I catch Enzo watching us out of the corner of my eye. The weight of his gaze follows us as we weave through the crowd.

Reign leads me through a labyrinth of hallways, pointing out emergency exits and potential choke points. I file away the information, my tactical mind already mapping out scenarios.

“And here we are,” Reign announces, stopping in front of an unmarked door. He swipes a keycard and ushers me inside.

The security room is a stark contrast to the opulence of the club. Banks of monitors line the walls, each displaying a different area of The Summit. A team of security personnel man the stations, their eyes glued to the screens.

“Impressive,” I admit, taking it all in.

Reign grins, pride evident in his voice. “State of the art. We can see every inch of this place.”

I scan the monitors, noting the placement of cameras and guards. It’s a solid setup, but I can’t help looking for weak points. Old habits die hard.

“So, this is where you’re stashing me for the night?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “Keeping the riff-raff out of sight?”

Reign chuckles, shaking his head. “You said it, not me. But I figured you’d be more comfortable here than schmoozing with Cooper Heights’ finest.”

I snort. He’s not wrong. “Thanks,” I mutter, meaning it.

“Don’t mention it,” Reign replies, his tone light but his eyes serious. “I need someone I trust watching my back tonight.”

I nod, understanding the weight of his words. In our line of work, trust is everything. And there’s no one I trust more than Reign.

Reign nods to one of his men in the corner, a silent command passing between them. The guy slips out, closing the door behind him with a soft click. Reign settles into the chair next to me, his eyes scanning the wall of monitors.

“You look like hell,” he says without looking at me.

I don’t bother to deny it. Truth is, I feel like hell too. I barely slept last night, tossing and turning in sheets that felt too hot, too confining. Every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was Lainey.

Lainey, with her soft curves and sweet smile. Lainey, laughing at something I said in that damn diner. Lainey, her eyes dark with want as she looked up at me.

I spent half the night hard as steel, jerking myself raw to fantasies of her. The other half I spent hating myself for it. She’s Axel’s ex, for Christ’s sake. My son’s ex. Off-limits in every way that matters.

But my body doesn’t seem to care about limits or loyalty. It just wants her, with a hunger that scares me.

“You gonna tell me what’s eating you?” Reign asks, breaking into my thoughts.

I shake my head, not ready to voice the storm of guilt and desire raging inside me.

“It’s nothing,” I mutter. “Just didn’t sleep well.”

Reign eyes me skeptically but doesn’t push.

That’s one of the things I appreciate about him - he knows when to let sleeping dogs lie. He’s also got a way of reading people that borders on supernatural. He can spot a liar at fifty paces, sniff out a double-cross before it happens. It’s saved our asses more times than I can count.

“Looks like our boy is on the move.” Reign’s voice snaps me back to the present.

I snap to attention, eyes scanning the wall of monitors. Sure enough, there’s Enzo, slipping down a back hallway. He’s alone - no sign of his usual entourage.

“Where’s he headed?” I mutter, leaning forward.

Reign’s fingers fly over the keyboard, switching camera views. We follow Enzo’s progress through the labyrinth of corridors, watching as he glances over his shoulder every few steps.

“Looks like he’s meeting someone,” Reign says.

I nod, my eyes glued to the screen. Enzo rounds a corner, coming to a stop outside a nondescript door. He checks his watch, then looks up and down the hallway.

“Come on,” I growl under my breath. “Who are you waiting for?”

As if on cue, a figure appears at the other end of the hall. It’s a woman, her silhouette unmistakably feminine even in the grainy security footage.

“Can you get a better angle?” I ask Reign.

He grunts, adjusting the camera. The image sharpens, and I feel my breath catch in my throat.

It’s Lainey.

She’s a vision in a tight black dress that hugs every curve. Her honey-blonde hair falls in loose waves around her shoulders, and even through the screen, I can see the sultry gleam in her eyes.

“Jesus,” I breathe, unable to tear my gaze away.

As I watch, transfixed, a man appears beside Lainey. My stomach drops like a stone. It’s Axel. My son. What the hell is he doing here?

Lainey’s hand trembles as she reaches into her clutch, pulling out a thick envelope. She hands it to Enzo, her eyes darting nervously between him and Axel. The three of them huddle close, their lips moving in rapid, urgent whispers. I strain forward, wishing I could hear what they’re saying.

Enzo takes the envelope, his fingers curling around it possessively. He nods once, sharply, then turns on his heel and strides away. The camera follows him as he melts back into the crowd, leaving Lainey and Axel alone in the hallway.

As soon as Enzo’s gone, Lainey’s shoulders slump. She looks small suddenly, fragile in a way that makes my chest ache. Axel reaches for her, his hand hovering over her arm, but she flinches away.

“What the fuck is going on?” I growl, my knuckles white as I grip the edge of the desk.

Reign doesn’t answer, his eyes glued to the screen. We watch as Axel tries again to comfort Lainey, but she pushes him away.

She takes a few steps down the hallway, then pauses in front of one of the private rooms. Her hand hovers over the doorknob for a moment before she twists it and slips inside.

Axel stands there for a beat, staring at the closed door. His shoulders slump, and he runs a hand through his hair in frustration. Then he turns and stalks off toward the bar, disappearing into the crowd.

I lean forward, my eyes glued to the screen showing the private room Lainey entered. It’s dimly lit, all dark wood and plush leather. She sinks onto one of the leather couches, her body folding in on itself. For a second, she’s perfectly still.

Then the first tear falls, and something in me snaps.

I know it’s wrong. I know I should stay put, keep my distance. But seeing Lainey like this - so small, so vulnerable - it breaks something loose inside me.

My chair hits the floor as I stand.

“Marcus.” Reign’s hand lands on my shoulder, but I shrug it off.

All I can see is her crying alone in that room. All I can think about is getting to her.

I have no clue what I’m doing right now. I just know I can’t stand here and watch her cry. It’s crazy, reckless and every kind of stupid. But I don’t care.

Before I even realize what I’m doing I’m storming out of the security room and down the stairs while Reign calls after me. But I don’t stop. I can’t. Not when Lainey’s hurting.

I push through the crowds, shoving past people without a word until I get to where I know the private rooms are. I throw open the door to every single one until I get to the last room.

And there she is.

Lainey jumps off the couch at my entrance, spinning around with those big blue eyes wide and startled.

In three long strides, I’m across the room. 

“Marcus?” Lainey backs up until she hits the wall, but there’s no fear in her eyes. Just heat and confusion and something that looks a lot like want. “What are you doing here?”

“What I should have done months ago.” My voice is unrecognizable. “Claiming what’s mine.”

Before she can respond, I crash my mouth down on hers. 

The kiss is rough, possessive – everything I’ve been holding back. Everything I’ve denied myself. She makes a soft sound of surprise that turns into a moan as I sweep my tongue into her mouth. 

The taste of her short-circuits my brain. 

She’s sweet and pure and perfect. Her lips are soft, yielding under mine even as she kisses me back with an intensity that makes my blood burn. Her hands fist in my shirt, pulling me closer, and I growl into her mouth.

My free hand slides into her hair, silky strands wrapping around my fingers as I angle her head to deepen the kiss. Her tongue meets mine tentatively at first, then with growing confidence that makes me want to devour her whole.

When I finally break away, we’re both breathing hard. Her lips are swollen from my kiss, her cheeks flushed pink. The sight sends something primitive racing through my blood. 

I trail my finger along the thin strap on her shoulder. “My son buy you this dress?” 

Lainey shivers but meets my eyes. “Yes.”

Something dark and savage tears through me. 

I’ve never felt this kind of possessive rage before. Never wanted to mark someone as mine so badly it hurts. My hands fist in the silk of her dress, and I pause for just a moment. This isn’t me. I don’t lose control like this. But then she looks up at me through those lashes, lips still wet from my kiss, and I’m gone.

The sound of ripping fabric fills the room as I tear the dress right down the middle. 

The silk parts easily under my hands, like it’s as eager as I am to stop pretending. I peel the ruined fabric away from her shoulders, letting it slither down her arms. Each inch of exposed skin makes my mouth water. When I get to her waist, I drop to my knees, dragging the dress down over her hips with a violence that surprises us both.

And then she’s standing there in nothing but a lacy black thong.

Her breasts are perfect – full and high, nipples hard from the air or arousal or both. Her waist curves in dramatically before flaring to hips that were made for my hands.

Long legs, smooth skin, that tiny black scrap of lace barely covering anything at all. My hands actually shake as I run them up her calves, over her knees, along those soft thighs. Every image I’ve ever fantasized about pales in comparison to the reality of her.

“These from him too?” I run a finger along the lace of her panties, feeling her whole body tremble.

“No.” 

“Don’t lie to me, baby.” 

“I’m not.” There’s a hint of defiance in her tone now, even as she blushes. “I bought them myself.”

“Good.” I shrug out of the thick flannel I’m wearing over my t-shirt and hand it her. The need to cover her, to replace every trace of Axel with myself, is overwhelming. “Put this on.”

Her hands shake slightly as she slides her arms into my shirt. The sight of her drowning in my clothes, the hem barely covering the tops of her thighs, hits me like a physical blow. This is how she should look – marked by me, covered by me. My scent on her skin. My clothes on her body.

“What are you doing?” She asks as I bend down and throw her over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. The movement makes my shirt ride up, giving me a view of her ass that nearly stops my heart.

“Taking you home with me.”


FIVE
LAINEY


My body is on fire.

Every part of my skin where Marcus touched me blazes. Like I’ve been waiting my entire life for this.

I have no idea what he’s even doing here. The Summit is the last place I expected to see him. He’s more the lone wolf, cabin-in-the-woods kind of guy. Not the kind who wanders into a crowded event full of people he doesn’t know—or care to know.

My mind races as I try to piece it together.

Axel and I just got here about forty minutes ago. We were supposed to meet Derrick’s friend, hand over the money, and leave. At least, that was the plan. But nothing about tonight has gone according to plan.

After I gave Enzo the money, Axel and I got into an argument. I ducked into one of the private rooms to get away for a minute. I was just about to send a text to Ruby when the door flew open.

And then Marcus barged in out of nowhere.

He backed me up against the wall, kissed the shit out of me and then threw me over his shoulder like I weighed nothing.

I barely had time to gasp before he was striding out of the room with me dangling over his shoulder like some kind of prize.

Now, his shoulder is digging into my stomach while he carries me through The Summit’s back hallways.

My body melts at how small I feel in his grasp. I’ve never been touched like this before. Never felt small and delicate and completely owned by a single point of contact. Every flex of his fingers makes me throb in places I didn’t even know could ache like this.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask softly.

His massive hand slides higher on my thigh. “Home.”

I wriggle in his grip. “You can’t just kidnap me. I have things I need to do tonight. Important things.”

The possessive growl in his voice liquifies my insides. “Watch me.” 

Marcus pushes through a set of heavy wooden doors, carrying me deeper into The Summit’s back hallways. The pounding bass fades as he takes a service corridor, then another.

A kitchen worker freezes mid-step as we pass, quickly averting his eyes. Two security guards straighten to attention, stepping aside without a word.

No one tries to stop us.

No one even looks surprised to see Marcus carrying a woman through the staff area.

The hallway narrows and slopes downward, industrial concrete replacing the polished floors. A blast of cold air hits us as Marcus shoulders through the metal service entrance into the loading dock.

Goosebumps rise along my bare legs as Marcus strides through the empty concrete expanse toward the employee parking lot. He carries me past sleek sports cars and luxury SUVs to a massive black truck.

To my surprise, his touch turns gentle as he sets me down in the passenger seat. He reaches past me to grab a blanket from behind the seat. Something inside me cracks when he settles the blanket over my lap and tucks it around my bare legs.

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I tell him.

As much as I love the warmth of the blanket and the way his hands linger just a moment too long, I can’t help but protest. It suddenly feels like too much.

But Marcus just tugs the blanket tighter around me and says, “Yes, I do.”

The look in his eyes is unreadable—intense, possessive, but there’s something else there too. Something that makes my stomach flip.

He slams the door shut and circles the truck, his boots crunching on the gravel. I watch him through the windshield, his broad shoulders cutting through the darkness as he climbs into the driver’s seat.

The engine roars to life, but I barely notice over the pounding of my heart. As we pull out onto the dark road, his hand slips under the blanket and finds my thigh again. This time, his grip feels less like claiming and more like anchoring, like he needs the contact as much as I do.

The rational part of my brain must be broken because all I want to do is curl into his warmth. My body keeps trying to lean toward him like he’s gravity, which is completely insane. Everything about this should terrify me, but instead, I’m fighting the urge to slide closer, to see if he’d wrap that massive arm around me.

Marcus’s voice cuts through the darkness.

“What were you doing at The Summit tonight?”

I swallow hard. I think about telling him the truth, but the words stick in my throat. How do I explain that I was there with Axel without making this even more complicated?

Instead, I deflect.

“You first. What were you doing there?”

His eyes stay fixed on the dark road ahead, but I see the corner of his mouth tick up.

“My friend Reign was working a job. I was helping him out.”

“What kind of job?”

His hand tightens on my thigh, and I can feel the tension radiating off him.

“Security.” His tone is measured, but there’s an edge to it—a warning not to push too hard. “Reign and I run a company together. ”

I bite my lip, torn between curiosity and self-preservation. “Is Reign the guy you were with at the diner yesterday?”

“Yeah.”

“So, what’s it like? Working security, I mean. Must be nice not having to clock in every day like the rest of us.”

He glances at me briefly, then back at the road.

“A lot of sitting around, waiting for something to happen. But when it does, you have to be ready.”

“Sounds intense.”

“I don’t think about it too much. Just do what I need to do.”

I nod slowly, trying to picture him in that world—stoic, focused, always one step ahead.

“Is it just you and Reign at your company?”

For a moment, he doesn’t answer. Then he lets out a low breath, and I catch the flicker of something in his expression before it’s gone.

“Yeah,” he says finally. “Just us.”

There’s more to that answer. I can feel it. But the way he says it—like he’s closing a door—makes me think twice about pushing further. Instead, I let the silence settle between us, the hum of the engine filling the space as we wind our way deeper into the woods.

As I watch the trees blur past in the darkness, a pinch of fear creeps in. My stomach twists, and I realize how insane this is.

I barely know Marcus. And now here I am, letting him drive me into the middle of nowhere, my body humming with something I can’t quite name but can’t ignore either.

I shift in my seat, trying to shake off the unease, but it clings to me like a second skin. My throat feels dry when I finally speak, my voice light but laced with nerves.

“You’re not going to hurt me or anything, are you?”

The words hang in the air for a beat too long before Marcus pulls the truck over onto the shoulder. The engine idles as he turns to face me, his amber eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

“I would never hurt you, Lainey.” Each word falls with deliberate weight. “Ever.”

I believe him.

I don’t know why, but I do. Still, there’s a part of me that feels like I should be running—should be opening this door and bolting into the woods like some kind of heroine in a horror movie. But instead, I stay rooted in place, my heart pounding as he reaches out and brushes a strand of hair from my face.

“Okay,” I tell him.

His gaze drops to my lips, and for a moment, I think he might kiss me again. Instead, he lets go of my chin and shifts the truck back into drive. Then we merge onto the empty road, surrounded by darkness and towering pines. 

I glance out the window, watching unfamiliar trees flash past in the moonlight.

“Um, my apartment is the other way.”

“I’m not taking you to your apartment.”

The city lights fade completely as we drive deeper into the mountains. I’ve lived in Cooper Heights my whole life, but I’ve never been this far into the wilderness. The moon hangs heavy and full above the pines, painting everything in silver light that catches on Marcus’s harsh profile. His jaw remains set, those amber eyes focused on the winding road ahead, but his thumb never stops its maddening circles on my thigh.

These aren’t the manicured slopes of Fit Mountain or the familiar trails behind the diner. This is true wilderness. Ancient. Raw. The trees press closer to the road, their branches creating dark tunnels that swallow us whole. Now and then, I catch glimpses of eyes reflecting in the darkness -- creatures watching our passage through their domain.

I know exactly how they feel. I’ve been watching Marcus for months too, pretending I wasn’t prey recognizing a predator.

My breath catches when we finally turn onto a private drive.

The cabin emerges from the darkness in stages - first the warm glow of security lights, then the massive silhouette against the stars. As we draw closer, the full scale of it steals what little air I have left. His cabin dominates the clearing, rough-hewn logs stretching two stories high.

Rough-hewn logs stretch two stories high, moonlight turning the massive windows into mirrors that reflect the star-filled sky. A wraparound porch circles the structure like a lover’s embrace.

Marcus kills the engine, and in the sudden silence, I can hear my own ragged breathing.

“Wait here,” he says. Then his fingers flex against my thigh one last time before he releases me.

He’s at my door before I can catch my breath, moving with lethal grace. His hands find me in the darkness - one arm behind my knees, the other at my back. Then the world tilts as he lifts me against his chest.

I nearly swoon from the way he handles my curves.

I’m not exactly rail thin. I’ve got curves that don’t quit, hips that sway when I walk, and thighs that could crush a watermelon if I tried hard enough. I’ve spent years trying to make myself smaller, but Marcus manhandles my body like it’s exactly what he’s been starving for.

His flannel shirt rides up as he carries me toward the cabin steps, and the cool mountain air makes me painfully aware of how wet I am. His fingers dig into my thigh as he climbs, each step pulling me tighter against him.

At the top of the stairs, he pauses. Moonlight spills across the wraparound porch as he sets me on my feet. The way he does it is pure sin, a slow slide down his body that lets me feel every ridge of muscle, every hard plane that fits perfectly against my softness. His hands grip my waist, and fuck, they’re so big they nearly span my entire ribcage. 

When I look up at his face, his jaw clenches hard enough to crack, his eyes burning with something primal.

Something starving.

Then he reaches into his pocket and pulls out his truck keys. I stare at them, confused by this sudden shift.

“I won’t take you back there.” Marcus growls. “But if you really want to go, you can.”

A choice. He’s actually giving me a choice.

I look at the keys. Then at the road that would lead me back to civilization. Back to being the good girl who never takes what she really wants.

My eyes find his in the darkness. I shake my head once.

Pure male triumph flashes across his face. He tucks the keys away and reaches past me to open the heavy wooden door.

The light from inside spills across the porch as he steps back, waiting. Then I walk through the doorway, feeling his eyes burn into my back as I step inside.


SIX
MARCUS


Triumph flares in my chest as Lainey walks past those keys and into my cabin.

Her choice to stay ignites every possessive instinct I’ve been fighting for months, feeds something primal I’ve kept caged for too long.

She fought me at first, all fire and fury when I carried her out of The Summit. But the moment I set her down, that resistance melted into something else entirely.

Now, Lainey is standing in my living room, her delicate frame dwarfed by the rugged logs that make up the cabin walls. And seeing her in my clothes, in my space, does things to me.

I’ve never brought a woman here. I built this place with my own two hands after I got out of the Marines. Every log, every nail, and every piece of furniture was chosen to reflect exactly what I wanted. It’s my sanctuary, my fortress, the one place I’ve kept sacred and untouched by anyone else’s influence. 

Until now.  

Lainey’s presence changes everything. The air feels different, charged in a way it never has before. She’s standing there, her wide blue eyes taking in the room like she’s trying to memorize it, her fingers brushing lightly over the edge of the leather couch I hauled up here from town years ago. She looks so small against the backdrop of my world, yet she doesn’t seem out of place. If anything, she fits—like she was always meant to be here.  

I gesture to the couch, needing to do something with my hands other than touch her. 

“Sit.”

Her chin lifts slightly. “I’d rather stand.”

“It wasn’t a request.”

Lainey sinks onto the couch, but that spark remains in her eyes. Good. I don’t want to break her spirit—just her resistance to what’s building between us.

I lean against the mantle, putting the massive fireplace at my back. 

“Now talk. What were you doing at The Summit with my son?”

Her eyes pop wide. “How did you know I was with Axel?”

“That’s not important. What were the two of you doing there?”

Lainey sighs. “It’s complicated.” 

“Uncomplicate it.”

I know I’m being a dick right now. But I can’t help it. I need answers. Not just because I need to keep her safe—though that’s part of it—but because I need to know if she’s back with him. 

If she’s still his.

Lainey swallows hard. “I was doing a favor for my brother, Derrick.”

“What kind of favor?” 

I don’t know much Derrick Daniels, but what I do know, I don’t like. The guy’s doing a seven-year stretch up at Blackwater for armed robbery and who knows what else. 

From what I’ve heard, he’s bad news. And he sure as hell doesn’t take care of Lainey. If anything, it’s the other way around. I can only imagine what kind of “favor” he’s asking of her now. My jaw tightens as I wait for her to answer, my mind racing with possibilities, none of them good.

“He owed Enzo Castellano some money,” Lainey explains. “He asked me to make the last payment for him.

I take a slow breath, trying to keep my temper in check. “How much?”

“Five thousand dollars.”

Five thousand. It’s not exactly chump change, but for a guy like Enzo Castellano, it’s not a make-or-break amount either. Still, I know he’s not the type to let debts slide, no matter how small. If Derrick owed him money, Enzo would’ve made damn sure he collected every penny. One way or another.

I study Lainey’s face, taking in the dark circles under her eyes and the way her bottom lip trembles slightly. She looks exhausted. Drained. Like she’s carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.

“Is that why you were crying earlier?” I ask. “Because of the money?”

“No!” Lainey’s head snaps up, her blue eyes flashing with exasperation. “I was crying because I’m overwhelmed, Marcus. Between the diner and Derrick and Axel, I feel like I’m drowning. I don’t know how to keep everything together anymore.”

The mention of my son’s name makes my blood run cold.

“How is Axel involved?”

“I asked him to come with me,” she says quietly. “I didn’t want to go alone.”

A harsh laugh escapes me. Part of me wants to be proud that he tried to step up and protect her. It shows he’s got some of my instincts after all.

But the other part of me, the part that’s been simmering with rage and jealousy, wants to knock him on his ass for even thinking he could handle this. 

For thinking he could be the one she turns to.

“My son is not equipped to protect you,” I snarl. “Axel has no idea what men like Enzo Castellano are capable of.”

“Axel knows more about Enzo than you think,” she snaps. “We got into an argument about it at The Summit. He didn’t want me to give Enzo the money. He said I needed it to repair the oven at the diner instead.”

She pushes off the couch and starts pacing, her hands gesturing wildly as she speaks.

“But what choice do I have? Derrick is all I have left. Our parents are gone, and I promised them I would always look out for him. I can’t lose him too.”

“Axel’s right, Lainey,” I say. “You can’t keep putting yourself in danger for Derrick’s mistakes.”

She crosses her arms over her chest defensively. “He’s my brother, Marcus. I can’t just abandon him.”

“There’s a difference between abandoning him and enabling him,” I counter, pushing off the mantle to close the distance between us. “Paying off his debts, risking your safety, your livelihood—it’s not helping him in the long run. It’s just delaying the inevitable.”

Lainey’s eyes narrow. “Is that why you brought me here? So you could lecture me about my life choices?”

Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. Is that what she thinks this is? Some kind of intervention?

“Because if that’s the case,” she continues, her voice rising with each word, “then I want to go home. Now.”

I take a step closer, invading her space until I can feel the heat radiating off her body.

“No, that’s not why I brought you here,” I tell her. “I didn’t take you so I could lecture you or tell you how to live your life. And you know it.”

Lainey tilts her head back to meet my gaze, her blue eyes searching mine for answers.

“Then why? Why do you care what happens to me?”

Why?

Because she hums under her breath when she thinks no one’s listening, and the songs get stuck in my head for days. 

Because she treats every person who walks into that diner like they matter, from the rich bastards who barely acknowledge her to the elderly couples who can barely afford their meals.

Because she’s strong enough to carry the world on her shoulders but soft enough to make me want to murder anyone who makes her cry.

Because she’s everything I’ve ever wanted and everything I shouldn’t have.

The question hangs between us, the air heavy with tension. I know the answer, but admitting it out loud feels like jumping off a cliff without a parachute.

But I’m done running from this. From her.

“Because you’re mine,” I growl, the words tearing out of me like a confession. “You have been since the moment I first saw you.”

She blinks up at me, her chest rising and falling faster now. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said.” I lean in closer, and my breath stirs the hair at her temple. “Mine.”

I used to hear stories when I first moved to Cooper Heights about people on the other side of the mountain in Cooper Hills falling in love at first sight. The kind of tales old-timers would spin over whiskey, their eyes glazing over like they were seeing something the rest of us couldn’t. 

To be honest, I never put much stock in it before tonight. Most folks on this side of the mountain are too jaded to admit to believing in fairy tales. 

But now, standing here with Lainey, her blue eyes wide and her lips parted like she’s waiting for me to prove it, I get it. 

I don’t know why, but she’s mine. Not because I said so, but because something deep in my gut—something primal and unshakable—knows it’s true.

Her lips part, then close again, and I can see the struggle in her eyes—the fight between what she thinks she should say and what she’s feeling. I can feel it too, that tension in the air, thick and electric, like a storm about to break.

“Marcus, you can’t just say I’m yours,” she whispers, her voice trembling.

“Why not?”

“Because you barely even know me.”

“I know enough,” I growl. “I know you’re smart and stubborn and too damn selfless for your own good. I know you’re the kind of woman who would sell herself short just to protect someone else. And I know you’ve been carrying this weight alone for too long.”

Her breath hitches, and she looks away, her cheeks flushing. 

“You don’t understand. You don’t⁠—”

“Let me,” I interrupt, my hand cupping her chin, forcing her to look at me again. “Whatever it is. Let me carry it for you. Let me take care of you.”

For a moment, she just stares at me, her blue eyes searching mine like she’s trying to find some hidden motive, some reason not to trust me. But then her lips part again, and this time, there’s no hesitation. 

“Okay,” she breathes.

My hands slide into her hair, tilting her face up to mine. 

“Now tell me the truth. Are you and Axel still together?”

I hate the way the question sounds, but I have to know. My chest tightens as I wait for her answer.

“No,” she whispers. “He and I were never serious. We dated for a few months. But then he cheated on me, and we broke up. We both realized that we’re better off as friends.” 

“Good,” I growl. “Because I’m not sharing.”

I crash my mouth down on hers, claiming her in a kiss that’s been building for months—years, even. 

She gasps against my lips, but then she kisses me back with a hunger that matches my own.

My hands slide down her back, gripping her hips and lifting her off the ground without breaking the kiss. She wraps her legs around my waist instinctively, and I carry her to the wall, pinning her there with my body as my tongue slides against hers.

She tastes like everything I’ve been craving—sweet and warm and so damn intoxicating that I can’t think straight. My hands roam over her curves, memorizing every inch of her as if I need to prove to myself that she’s real, that this is real.

“But what about Axel?” she gasps again when I finally pull back to let her breathe. Her chest heaves against mine, and her eyes are dark with desire. “This is wrong. We shouldn’t...”

“Shouldn’t what?” I growl, nipping at her bottom lip. “You think I give a damn about rules or what anyone else thinks? You think I care about anything but you right now?”

She shivers in my arms.

“Let me take care of you, sweetheart,” I tell her. “Please.”

Her eyes search mine for a moment longer before she nods slowly, a small whimper escaping her lips as I kiss her again. This time, there’s no resistance in her touch, no hesitation in the way she clings to me.

For the first time in years, I feel something inside me crack open—something raw and unfiltered that I’ve kept locked away for too long.

And tonight, I’m claiming my prize.


SEVEN
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Marcus’s hand is warm and firm around mine as he leads me into his bedroom.

His room is exactly what I expected and yet not at all.

The walls are rough wood, and there’s a massive bed in the center covered in a dark blue quilt. A simple dresser sits against one wall, a pair of boots kicked off haphazardly beside it. It’s all so... him. Rugged, practical, no frills. But there’s also a warmth to it, something that makes me feel like I could belong here, even if just for tonight.

“You okay?” Marcus asks.

His voice is low and gravelly, and it does things to me—things I’m still getting used to.

He’s standing close, so close I can feel the heat radiating off him, smell the faint scent of pine and leather that clings to his skin. It’s intoxicating, and I nod quickly, maybe too quickly, because his lips curve just the slightest bit.

“Yeah,” I say, glancing at the bed. “Just taking it all in.”

It’s impossible not to imagine what’s about to happen there. I’ve never done this before, and the thought of doing it with Marcus is equal parts terrifying and exhilarating. He’s older and experienced, and I can’t help but wonder if he’ll think I’m too young, too naive.

He chuckles softly. “Yeah. Me too.”

And then he’s kissing me again.

I melt into him instantly, my hands coming up to tangle in his hair as he pulls me flush against his body. He tastes like whiskey and mint, a heady combination that makes my head spin. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, and I let out a small moan, pressing closer.

But as his hands start to roam, skimming over my sides and dipping beneath the hem of my shirt, a sudden wave of panic crashes over me.

“Wait,” I gasp out. “I... I need to tell you something.”

Marcus stills. “What’s wrong?”

I swallow hard.

“Um, nothing’s wrong exactly.“ I take in a shaky breath. “It’s just that I’ve never done this before. I’m a virgin.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “Not even with Axel?”

“No.” I drop my gaze to his chest, too embarrassed to meet his eyes. “We fooled around a little, but we had been friends for so long it was always a little awkward. We never, you know, went all the way.”

“Do you want to?”

“Do I want to what?”

“Go all the way.”

“Yes,” I whisper, my voice shaking slightly. “But I don’t know if I’ll be able to.”

“Have you ever had an orgasm before?”

I shake my head, feeling vulnerable and exposed under his penetrating gaze.

“I’ve tried to make myself come on my own,” I admit quietly. “But I’m always so tired and stressed. I can never quite get there.”

Something flares in Marcus’s eyes.

“Lay back on the bed, baby. Spread your legs for me, baby.”

My heart pounds as I do as he says.

I sink onto the soft quilt and let my thighs fall open. I’m acutely aware of how exposed I am like this, wearing nothing but his shirt and my damp panties. But there’s no judgment in Marcus’s eyes as he looks at me. Only appreciation and a heat that makes my core throb.

He kneels between my legs, his big hands sliding up my thighs, pushing the shirt out of the way. I tremble under his touch, equal parts nervous and aroused. When his fingers hook into the sides of my panties, I lift my hips automatically, letting him drag them down and off.

“I’m going to make you come, Lainey,” Marcus says. “The only rule is that I get to put my mouth and hands anywhere I want. Is that okay with you?”

Heat flares low in my belly.

“Anywhere?”

“Anywhere. On your pretty tits, your tight little ass...” His hand skims up my inner thigh. “And this sweet, virgin pussy. You’re going to let me lick it and suck it and fuck it with my tongue until you scream. Got it?”

My head spins with the filthy promises spilling from his lips.

“Yes. I’ve got it.”

A low growl rumbles in Marcus’s chest and then he’s spreading me open with his thumbs, exposing my most intimate parts to his hungry gaze.

“Look at you,” he murmurs appreciatively. “So pretty and pink. I bet you taste like heaven.”

Before I can even process his words, he lowers his head and flicks his tongue over my clit.

I cry out at the foreign sensation, my hips bucking up involuntarily. But Marcus just hums in approval and does it again.

“Don’t fight it, baby,” Marcus murmurs against my sex. “Let this pussy clench for me.”

His tongue swirls around my clit again, and my thighs tremble, my hands fisting in the sheets.

It’s almost too much, the intensity of what he’s making me feel. I’ve never experienced anything like this before.

“That’s it,” he encourages. “Grind on my face. Use my mouth to make yourself feel good.”

I rock my hips, gasping as his tongue drags through my slit. The rough stubble on his jaw scrapes deliciously against my inner thighs and I do it again, harder this time.

“Fuck, just like that,” Marcus groans. The vibrations send sparks of pleasure zinging through me. “Don’t hold back. I want you to come all over my tongue.”

His filthy words spur me on, and I give myself over to the sensations, rolling my hips in earnest now, chasing the release I’ve always been denied. Marcus matches my rhythm, his lips and tongue working me mercilessly, driving me higher and higher until I’m balanced on a razor’s edge, my entire body pulled taut.

“Marcus,” I pant, my voice high and needy. “I’m going to⁠—”

“Let go,” he commands, thrusting his tongue inside me. “Come for me, Lainey. Now.”

And just like that, I shatter.

My orgasm crashes over me like a tidal wave, intense and all-consuming. I cry out as I pulse around his tongue, my back arching off the bed, fingernails digging crescents into his shoulders. Wave after wave of ecstasy rolls through me, leaving me boneless and trembling in its wake.

Marcus works me through it, his touch gentling as I slowly float back down. He presses soft kisses to my inner thighs, my hips, my stomach, each one a soothing balm on my electrified skin.

“So beautiful,” he murmurs, crawling up my body to hover over me. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

I blink up at him dazedly, my brain still foggy with pleasure. “Really?”

“Really,” he confirms, nuzzling into my neck. “From the moment I first saw you, I knew I had to have you. Had to taste you.”

He punctuates his words with a nip to my throat, and desire throbs through me anew, my over-sensitized flesh clenching around nothing.

“Please,” I whimper, wrapping my legs around his waist and pulling him closer. I can feel the thick ridge of his erection pressing insistently against my thigh, and I want nothing more than to have him inside me. “I need you.”

Marcus groans, rocking his hips into mine, the thick length of him sliding through my slickness.

“I need you too, Lainey. So fucking much. Can I fuck you bare, baby? I want to feel all of you tonight. And I don’t want anything between us.”

“Yes, you can fuck me bare, Marcus. I want to feel you.”

He captures my lips in a searing kiss as he reaches between us, positioning himself at my entrance. I tense instinctively, my body unused to the intrusion, but Marcus just strokes my hair, murmuring soothingly against my mouth.

“Relax, baby. It may hurt for just a second, but then it’s going to feel amazing. I promise.”

I force myself to exhale, willing my muscles to unclench.

Marcus pushes forward slowly, the blunt head of his cock stretching me open inch by delicious inch. There’s a brief flash of discomfort as he breaches my barrier, but it’s quickly replaced by a feeling of fullness, of rightness, as he sinks deep.

“Oh my gosh,” I whimper, my nails digging into his shoulders.

I’ve never felt so full, so complete. It’s overwhelming in the best possible way.

Marcus stills once he’s fully seated, giving me a moment to adjust.

“You’re doing so good, sweetheart. Taking me so well. You feel incredible.”

I can only moan in response, lost to the new sensations bombarding my body. Every nerve ending feels electrified like I might fly apart at the seams.

Slowly, Marcus starts to move, withdrawing almost completely before sliding back in, setting a steady rhythm that has me seeing stars. I wrap my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at the small of his back, needing him deeper, harder, more.

“Fuck, Lainey,” Marcus grits out. His thrusts are more forceful now, the slap of skin on skin echoing obscenely through the room. “So tight. So perfect.”

My head thrashes on the pillow as he pounds into me, hitting places I didn’t even know existed. It’s raw and primal and everything I never knew I needed. I feel owned, claimed, like he’s branding me from the inside out.

As Marcus picks up the pace, I find myself marveling at the sheer insanity of the situation.

I’m in bed with Marcus Ruins, my ex-boyfriend’s dad, a man nearly twice my age. He’s inside me, moving over me, making me feel things I never knew were possible.

It’s wrong on so many levels, and yet it feels more right than anything I’ve ever done.

“Look at me,” Marcus commands, his voice rough with exertion. “Keep your eyes on me.”

I obey, locking my gaze with his, and the intensity in his amber eyes steals my breath.

He’s not just fucking my body, he’s pounding into my very soul, branding himself on my heart. In this moment, I’m his completely.

“You’re mine,” he growls, punctuating each word with deep thrusts. “Say it, Lainey. Tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I gasp out, the words ripped from my throat. “Only yours, Marcus. ”

Something fierce and possessive flares in his eyes at my declaration. His hand snakes between our sweat-slicked bodies, finding my clit and rubbing in tight, focused circles. I keen at the added stimulation, my inner muscles fluttering around his pistoning length.

His words, his touch, it’s all too much.

The coil in my belly winds tighter and tighter, my pleasure cresting to an impossible peak. Marcus seems to sense how close I am because he redoubles his efforts, his hips snapping against mine in a relentless rhythm.

“Come for me, Lainey,” he demands, his voice strained with his own impending release. “I want to feel you come apart on my cock.”

It’s all the permission I need.

With a shattered cry, I let go, my orgasm slamming into me with the force of a freight train. I convulse around him, wave after wave of ecstasy crashing over me, dragging me under.

Through the haze of my climax, I feel Marcus swell inside me, his thrusts becoming erratic. He buries himself to the hilt with a guttural groan, his cock pulsing as he empties himself deep inside me.

The feel of his hot seed flooding my womb prolongs my own pleasure, aftershocks rippling through me until we’re both spent and trembling.

Marcus collapses on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor as I float back down to earth. We lay there for a long moment, chests heaving, hearts pounding in sync.

Eventually, he rolls to the side, pulling me with him so we’re face to face, our limbs still entwined.

“That was...” I trail off, struggling to find a word that adequately describes the magnitude of what just transpired between us.

“Incredible,” Marcus finishes for me, brushing a sweaty strand of hair off my forehead. “You’re incredible, Lainey.”

I duck my head, suddenly shy under the intensity of his gaze. “I didn’t really do anything.”

“Are you kidding?” He tips my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes. There’s a tenderness there that takes my breath away, a vulnerability I’ve never seen in him before. “You trusted me. You gave yourself to me completely. That’s everything.”

“I’m the one who should be thanking you,” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. “For being so patient, so gentle. For making my first time...perfect.”

“You deserve nothing less, sweetheart. I’m just glad I could be the one to give it to you.”

We trade lazy kisses as our heart rates slow, basking in the afterglow of our lovemaking. I’ve never felt so sated, so cherished, so utterly content.

Marcus’s shirt lies discarded on the floor where he tossed it earlier, and now I can’t stop staring at the artwork decorating his chest and arms. In the soft glow of his bedside lamp, the tattoos draw mysterious shadows across his skin.

I’ve noticed them before, of course - it’s impossible not to when his forearms are on display in those rolled-up flannel sleeves. But this is the first time I’ve had the chance to really look at them up close.

“I love all of your tattoos.” I trace my finger along a coiled rope design near his collarbone. “You have so many.”

He catches my wandering hand in his much larger one, but doesn’t move it away. Just holds it there against his skin.

“Most of them are from my Marine days.”

“Like this one?” I tap the intricate emblem on his bicep.

“MARSOC. First Marine Special Operations Battalion.” His thumb strokes absent patterns on my captured hand. “Got it after qualifying. Though the guys would’ve made my life hell if I hadn’t.”

I smile at the hint of humor in his voice. “Peer pressure via tattoo gun?”

“Something like that.”

He shifts slightly, and I worry I’ve pushed too far, but then he points to another mark on his chest, a string of numbers and letters I don’t understand.

“This one’s from my first deployment. Unit designation. I was eighteen when I enlisted. Straight out of high school in Bozeman.” His jaw tightens. “Young and stupid, thinking I had everything figured out.”

I think about myself at eighteen, still living at home, helping Dad at the diner. The biggest decision I had to make was which college to attend.

“That must have been intense.”

“Wasn’t all bad.” But there’s something in his voice that makes me look up. His eyes are distant, focused on something I can’t see. “Made some good friends. Learned who I was. Who I wanted to be.”

“What made you finally decide to leave?”

“It was time.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Then, right after I got out, Axel had that car accident senior year.”

My stomach tightens as I remember that terrifying night.

“So that’s why you moved here.”

“Yeah. Needed to be closer. Try to...” He trails off, jaw working. “Do better.”

“What happened with you and Axel’s mom?” I ask softly. “He never told me.”

Marcus is silent for so long that I think he won’t answer. His hand continues its gentle movement on mine.

Finally, he says, “Axel’s mom, Sophia, and I grew up together in Bozeman. She was different back then. We both were.”

I stay quiet, giving him space to continue.

“Found out she was pregnant right before my first deployment. We were just kids ourselves. Barely even old enough to drink. I told her I’d marry her, take care of them both.” He lets out a long breath. “She said she needed time to think about it. Then my orders came through.”

“You didn’t hear from her?”

“Radio silence for almost two years. Then I get this letter.” His voice roughens. “She’d married Victor Martinelli six months after I deployed. Axel was walking, talking... calling Victor ‘dad.’”

“That’s awful.”

My heart aches for him, for the young Marine who must have felt his world collapse with that letter.

“Victor had connections and money. Could give them both the kind of life I couldn’t.” His thumb traces circles on my skin. “She’d already registered Axel with his last name. Had him in private preschool. The whole nine yards.”

“What did you do?”

“What could I do? I was deployed thousands of miles away.” He shakes his head. “She had full custody. Victor’s lawyers made sure of that. I got supervised visits twice a month when my leave aligned with their schedule.”

The bitterness in his voice makes me press closer.

“But you kept trying.”

“Yeah. Kept trying. Kept fucking up.” He shifts, adjusting me against his chest. “Missed his first day of school because of training. Missed his little league games because of deployments. Every time I’d come back, he’d be different. Bigger. Further away.”

“That wasn’t your fault,” I say softly.

“Maybe not. But it was my reality.” His hand moves to stroke my hair. “We talk now. Have dinner sometimes. But there’s always this... distance. Like we’re both trying to figure out who we’re supposed to be to each other.”

Anxiety twists in my stomach. “He’s going to lose his mind if he ever finds out about this. About us.”

Marcus tilts my chin up, making me meet his eyes. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure it out.” His thumb brushes my lower lip. “Besides, Axel’s an adult. He’ll deal.”

I curl closer, taking comfort in his warmth.

“I just care about both of you. I don’t want to make things harder between you.”

Marcus looks at me then, really looks at me, and something in his expression makes my heart skip.

“I like that about you.”

“What?”

“The way you care so much about other people. Not halfway, not carefully. Just all in. Even when they don’t deserve it.”

“You deserve it.”

He chuckles. “Even though I kidnapped you?”

I giggle. “Especially because you kidnapped me.”

And then he’s kissing me, deep and tender, and I forget everything else except the feel of him, the warmth of his skin under my hands, and the way my heart feels too big for my chest.

When we finally break apart, he rests his forehead against mine.

“We should get some sleep,” he murmurs, pulling the blanket up over us.

I curl closer, fitting myself against him like I belong there. His arms tighten around me as I drift off, feeling safer than I have in years.


EIGHT
MARCUS


When I wake up the next morning, Lainey is curled naked into my side, her honey-blonde braid coming undone across the pillow. I stroke a hand down the smooth expanse of her back, recalling how amazing last night was.

I have never had sex that good in all my life.

I still can’t believe it was her first time. The way her tight little body opened up for me... Fuck. I lost count of how many times I made her come undone on my tongue, my fingers, my cock. And when she asked me to be rougher with her, to take what I wanted I nearly lost my fucking mind.

When it comes to Lainey, the things I want to do are downright depraved. She’d probably be shocked if she knew what was going through my head right now, watching her sleep so peacefully in my bed.

But now that she’s mine, I plan to explore every inch of her perfect body. I want to push her limits, make her scream, leave my mark on every inch of her creamy skin.

As if sensing my heated thoughts, Lainey stirs and blinks open those captivating blue eyes.

“Morning,” she murmurs.

I tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear, letting my fingers trail down her neck. “Morning, beautiful. How are you feeling?”

“A little sore. But good.” She giggles. “Really good.”

I can’t help the smug grin that tugs at my lips. “Glad to hear it.”

A soft blush colors her cheeks. “Just so you know, this isn’t normal behavior for me.”

“What behavior?”

“Letting a hot mountain man kidnap me and fuck me senseless for twelve hours straight.”

A possessive growl rumbles in my chest as I pull her tighter against me.

“That’s good to hear. Because I’m not going to let anyone else kidnap you. And I’m definitely not letting anyone else fuck you, either. You’re mine now, Lainey. All mine.”

I’m about to pull her in for a deep kiss when a loud banging on the front door makes us both startle.

“Stay here,” I tell Lainey gruffly, swinging my legs out of bed and pulling on a pair of jeans.

Her eyes widen. “What if it’s Axel?”

“It’s not Axel.”

I pad barefoot to the front door.

As expected, I yank it open to find Reign standing there with Lainey’s purse and cell phone in his hand. The ghost of a smile plays on his lips as he takes in my state of undress.

“Morning,” he says. “I brought the items you requested.”

I take the purse and phone from him with a gruff nod of thanks.

“Everything go okay last night after I left?”

Reign chuckles. “You mean after you hauled Lainey off over your shoulder like a damn caveman? Yeah, it was fine. Most people at the club were too preoccupied to notice much. I sent a text to her roommate from her phone, so she won’t be expecting Lainey back anytime soon.”

“And Axel?”

“Wrapped around some blonde all night. Doubt he even realized Lainey was gone.”

“Thanks for handling things.”

“I’ve got your back, brother.” His eyes flit over my shoulder. “Did you find out what the deal was with Lainey and Enzo?”

I nod, glancing back to make sure Lainey’s still in the bedroom.

“Her brother’s got a gambling problem. Owes Enzo a chunk of change. Lainey was there to pay him off.”

“How much we talking?”

“Five grand.”

“Fuck,” Reign hisses. “That’s not chump change. Her brother must be in deep.”

I run a hand through my hair. “Yeah, and I’ve got a feeling it’s not the end of it.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“I’ve got Lainey,” I say firmly. “Can you keep tabs on Enzo? See what he’s up to, who he’s talking to?”

“Consider it done,” Reign agrees without hesitation. “I’ll put out some feelers and see what I can dig up on her brother’s debts, too.”

“Thanks,” I say, clasping his shoulder. “I owe you one.”

Reign smirks. “Add it to the tab, brother.” He turns to leave but then pauses, his dark eyes assessing me. “It’s good to see you looking alive again, Ruins. Been a while since I’ve seen that fire in your eyes.”

I grunt, not sure how to respond. Reign’s always been too damn perceptive for his own good.

“Don’t fuck it up,” he adds with a smirk, before striding off towards his truck.

I watch him drive away, thinking about how right he is.

For over a year, I’ve been going through the motions, letting guilt and rage eat me alive. But having Lainey here, in my space, in my bed – it feels like waking up from a long darkness.

I shut the door and make my way back to the bedroom, Lainey’s belongings in hand. She’s sitting up now, the sheet pooled around her waist, looking rumpled and sexy as hell.

“Everything okay?” she asks, tucking her hair behind her ears.

“Everything’s fine, baby.” I set her purse and phone on the nightstand before crawling back into bed. “Just Reign dropping off your stuff.”

I toss her purse and phone on the bed next to her. “It was Reign. He brought your stuff from the club last night.”

Lainey’s eyes widen as she reaches for her phone. “Oh my gosh, thank you. I didn’t even realize I’d left it behind.” She powers on the screen and scrolls through her notifications.

A soft smile curves her lips. “Oh good, Carl just texted me.”

My whole body goes rigid at the casual mention of another man’s name. “Who the fuck is Carl?” I demand, not even trying to keep the edge out of my voice.

Lainey glances up at me, her blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “Calm down, caveman,” she teases. “Carl is the diner’s mechanic. He’s like 60 years old and happily married.”

I feel my shoulders relax slightly, but I still want to know why this Carl guy is texting my girl first thing in the damn morning.

“What does he want?” I ask, trying to keep my tone casual as I sit down on the edge of the bed.

Lainey sighs. “It’s the oven at the diner. It’s been on the fritz for weeks now, only working half the time. Carl texted to say he finally tracked down the replacement part we need.”

She bites her lower lip, worry clouding her expression. “But it’s not cheap. The part alone is five grand.”

I see the defeat settling over her and I hate it. I hate that she’s carrying this burden alone.

“Five grand,” I repeat slowly. “The same five grand you just gave to Enzo?”

Lainey nods miserably, twisting her hands in her lap. “Every penny I had saved up. I was hoping to use it for the diner repairs, but now I don’t know what to do.”

I reach over and take her small hands in mine. “Tell you what, let’s eat some breakfast first and worry about the oven afterward, okay? Come on. I’ll make us some breakfast.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Lainey protests as I pull her to her feet and lead her out of the bedroom. “I can just grab something quick on my way back to the diner.”

I shoot her an incredulous look over my shoulder.

“You think I’m going to send you off to work without a proper meal after the night we had? Not a chance.”

She flushes prettily but doesn’t argue further as she follows me into the kitchen, the sheet still wrapped around her delectable body.

I grab a clean pair of boxers and a t-shirt from the laundry room. I hand the shirt to Lainey.

“Here, put this on.”

She takes it and slips it over her head. The sight of her in my clothes does something funny to my chest. She looks so right in my space. Like she belongs here.

With me.

I shake off the thought and start pulling ingredients out of the fridge.“Omelets okay?”

Lainey boosts herself up to sit on the counter, her bare legs swinging. “Sounds perfect.”

I have to force myself to focus on the task at hand and not the tantalizing expanse of creamy thigh on display.

“Tell me about your roommate,” I say as I start cracking eggs into a bowl.

Lainey grins. “Her name’s Ruby. We’ve been best friends since second grade. She’s a tattoo artist now.”

“A tattoo artist, huh? Interesting career choice.”

“She’s amazing at it, though. Super talented.” Lainey’s face lights up with affection. “We have this joke that we ‘co-parent’ her bearded dragon, Spike.”

“You co-parent a lizard?”

“Hey, don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it, mountain man.” She wags a playful finger at me. “Spike is very high maintenance.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” I pour the egg mixture into a hot skillet, shaking my head in amusement. “How long have you two been friends?”

“Since second grade,” Lainey’s smile softens. “Ruby’s always been there for me. Especially after my mom died.” Her voice catches slightly. “She would bring extra cookies in her backpack for me every day. Just to make me smile.”

My heart clenches at the glimpse of pain in her eyes.

“I’m so sorry you had to go through that. Losing a parent is something no kid should experience.”

“Thanks. It was a long time ago. But it still hurts sometimes, you know?”

“What happened?” I keep my voice gentle, not wanting to push if she’s not ready to share. “To your mom?”

“Cancer. It happened really fast. By the time they caught it, it was already everywhere.” Her voice catches slightly. “I remember Dad trying so hard to be both parents after. He even tried to learn how to braid my hair for school.”

Something in my chest constricts at the image.

“That couldn’t have been easy for either of you.”

“It wasn’t. But he never gave up trying.” A small smile touches her lips. “Even when my braids looked more like bird’s nests, he’d just kiss my head and say ‘practice makes perfect, sunshine.’”

She looks up at me then, and the morning light catches the tears gathering in her eyes.

“Sorry, I don’t usually get emotional talking about this.”

“Don’t apologize for missing them. I knew your dad pretty well. He was a great guy.”

“He was amazing. The diner was his dream. He wanted to create a place where everyone felt welcome, where no one ever went hungry. Even when business was slow, he’d feed anyone who came in needing a meal.”

The pride in her voice when she talks about him, the way she’s carrying on his legacy despite everything, makes my protective instincts surge.

“He’d be so proud of you, baby. The way you’ve kept the diner going, how hard you work to take care of everyone.”

Lainey ducks her head, a shy smile on her lips.

“I hope so. I just want to honor what he built, you know? Keep his dream alive.”

I take her chin gently and tilt her face up to mine. “You are.”

She beams up at me, her blue eyes shining with emotion.

Fuck, she’s breathtaking when she smiles like that. I want to be the reason for that smile every damn day.

The smell of eggs starting to burn reaches my nose, and I curse under my breath, reluctantly pulling away to save our breakfast. Fortunately, the omelets are only slightly crispy around the edges.

“Come and eat, baby,” I tell Lainey, plating up the food.

She hops down from the counter and follows me to the small kitchen table. I pull out a chair for her, but when she goes to sit, I tug her into my lap instead. Lainey lets out a surprised little squeak but settles against me, fitting perfectly in the circle of my arms.

I cut into the omelet with my fork and bring a bite to her lips.

Her brows lift in surprise.“You’re not seriously going to feed me?”

“Try and stop me.” I brush the bite against her lower lip and her eyes darken. “Open.”

Lainey parts her lips, letting me place the bite of fluffy egg on her tongue. I watch her chew and swallow, oddly satisfied by the simple act of providing for her.

“Good?” I ask as I spear another forkful.

She hums in agreement, shifting in my lap in a way that makes my grip on her hip tighten. “The food’s not bad either.”

I love this playful side of her and how easily she’s adapted to my need to take care of her.

“I wish every morning could start like this,” she sighs contentedly, resting her head on my shoulder.

I feed her another bite, my other hand stroking idly up and down her side.

“It will.”

Lainey tilts her head to look at me, confusion in her blue eyes. “How?”

“Because you’re going to be living here with me.”

“What?” Her eyes widen and she nearly chokes on the mouthful of omelet. “Marcus, I can’t just move in with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because we barely know each other!”

“We went over this last night,” I growl. “You’re mine, now. And I take care of what’s mine.”

Lainey scrambles off my lap to pace the kitchen.

“This is crazy. I have the diner to run. I can’t just abandon it to shack up with you!”

A low growl rumbles in my chest at her wording, and I stand, crowding her against the counter.

“You’re not ‘shacking up’ with me. You’re going to be living with me because this is where you belong. With me.”

I wrap one hand around the nape of her neck, my thumb stroking over her racing pulse.

“I know it’s fast, baby. I know it’s a lot. But tell me this doesn’t feel right.”

“It does feel right,” she whispers. “It scares me how right it feels.”

“Then trust it. Trust me.” I lean in, brushing my nose against hers. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you or the diner. I protect what’s mine, remember?”

She exhales shakily, and her small hands come up to rest on my chest.

“I do trust you, Marcus. More than I probably should. But I can’t just abandon my life for you.”

I press my forehead to hers, struggling to rein in my need to just throw her over my shoulder again and end this discussion.

“I’m not asking you to abandon anything. The diner will be fine. We’ll make this work.” I tip her chin up, holding her gaze. “Say you’ll stay with me, Lainey. Say you’re mine.”

Her lips part on a soft gasp, pupils blown wide. I can practically feel her wrestling with herself, wanting to give in but scared to let go.

She pauses, worrying her lower lip between her teeth.

“Can I at least have a few days? To figure out how to make this work?”

My jaw clenches at the thought of being away from her for even a day, let alone multiple. But I force myself to take a breath, knowing I need to handle this carefully.

“How long?” I ask gruffly.

“Until Friday? That will give me time to talk to Ruby and get organized at the diner.”

Five days. Fuck. It feels like an eternity.

I want to refuse, to tell her that’s not an option. That she’s mine now, and I’m not letting her out of my sight. But the rational part of my brain knows that will only push her away.

I exhale harshly through my nose, my grip on her hip flexing. “Fine. You can have until Friday.”

Lainey nods quickly, relief washing over her delicate features. “Thank you for understanding.”

I lean down and capture her lips in a hard, possessive kiss.

“Don’t thank me yet, baby. Because come Friday, I’m not letting you leave this cabin. Understand?”

Her breath hitches, arousal darkening her blue eyes.

“Yes. I understand.”

“Good.” I nip at her lower lip before reluctantly pulling back. “Now, come sit back down so I can finish feeding you before I take you to the diner.”

Lainey lets me lead her back to my lap, no longer arguing when I continue feeding her bites of omelet. I relish every brush of my fingers against her soft lips, the warm weight of her in my arms. I want to memorize everything about her in this moment.

When the plate is empty, I press a kiss to her temple and breathe in the sweet scent of her hair.

“Alright, baby. Let’s get you dressed so I can take you back.”

She nods and climbs off my lap, padding to the bedroom I watch her go, already counting down the hours until I can have her back in my bed.


NINE
LAINEY


Two hours later, Marcus’s truck rumbles to a stop in front of my apartment building. My hands fidget in my lap as reality crashes back in.

Last night feels like a dream. But now we’re here, in the harsh light of day, and I have no idea what happens next.

I’ve never done anything like this before. Never been the girl who gets swept off her feet, who spends the night with a man she’s barely spoken to. Never been the girl who lets herself want something this dangerous, this complicated. The confident woman who responded to Marcus’s every touch last night feels like a stranger now.

“Well, this is me.” I gesture vaguely at the weathered building, cringing at how awkward I sound. “Thanks for... everything.”

A low chuckle fills the cab. “You’re welcome, baby.” The endearment rolls off his tongue, rich and warm, like he’s been calling me that for years instead of hours. “Want me to walk you up?”

Part of me desperately wants to invite him inside. But I think about my tiny apartment with its secondhand furniture and peeling paint. About the dishes I left in the sink yesterday morning. Marcus’s cabin was all clean lines and masculine elegance. My place would feel like a child’s playhouse in comparison.

“No, that’s okay. I can manage.” I flash what I hope is a casual smile, though my heart is racing. “Ruby’s waiting for me.”

“You sure?”

I nod, probably too quickly. The confident, self-assured man who commanded every moment last night is still right there, watching me with those intent amber eyes. While I’m sitting here falling apart over what to say next, he seems completely at ease. Like he knows exactly what this is, exactly what he wants.

“Yes. Thank you though.”

“What’s your schedule look like for the rest of the week?”

“Two doubles, today and tomorrow. But I’m off Thursday and Friday.”

“Good.” His voice drops lower. “That means you’ll have plenty of time to rest before our date.”

“Date?”

“Yep. I’m taking you out on Friday night.”

My stomach flutters at the thought.

Going out in public together would make this real in a way that last night wasn’t. Cooper Heights isn’t exactly known for keeping secrets. People would talk. They’d wonder what Marcus Ruins is doing with someone his son used to date.

As if reading my thoughts, he adds, “I know a little place outside of town. Private. Just us.”

Relief floods through me. “A date sounds nice.”

Satisfaction flickers across his face, and my stomach does a little flip.

“One more thing.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a thick fold of bills. Then he hands it to me.

I blink at the money. “What’s this?”

“For the oven repair.”

I count the bills, my eyes widening.

“Marcus, this is way more than I need for the repair.”

“Buy yourself something nice to wear for Friday.” His voice softens but maintains that edge of authority that makes my pulse race. “Something that makes you feel beautiful.”

My throat tightens. I’m so used to handling everything myself, to being the one who takes care of others. The simple act of someone wanting to take care of me feels overwhelming. Dad was the last person who looked after me like this, who noticed what I needed before I had to ask.

“Marcus, I...” Words fail me. How do I tell him that this means more than just money? That someone seeing me, really seeing me, makes me feel things I can’t explain? “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart. Now come here and kiss me goodbye.”

He curves his hand around the back of my neck, drawing me closer. His other hand catches my chin, tilting my face up to his. For a moment, he just looks at me, those amber eyes searching mine with an intensity that steals my breath. Everything I’m feeling - the uncertainty, the attraction, the need - he sees it all.

The kiss starts gently but quickly deepens. His fingers tangle in my hair, holding me exactly where he wants me. No hesitation, no uncertainty, just pure male dominance that makes my knees weak. When we finally break apart, I’m dizzy.

“I should go.” I gesture weakly at the building, fighting the urge to climb back into his arms. “Before the neighbors start talking.”

“Friday,” he reminds me. His voice is a low growl that makes me shiver.

I reach for the door handle. “Friday.”

“Don’t make me come looking for you, sweetheart.”

Marcus’s words are still echoing in my ears when I step into my apartment. I barely have time to kick off my shoes before Ruby bursts out of her room, her dark curls wild around her face like she’s been running her hands through them, something she does when she’s worried.

“Oh my gosh!” She grabs my arm. “Tell me that wasn’t Marcus Ruins who just dropped you off. Tell me that wasn’t Axel’s smoking hot dad.”

Heat floods my cheeks. “It was.”

Ruby squeals.

“Get in here right now!” She drags me across our tiny living room to the couch. “I need every detail. And I mean every detail. What happened last night? I gave Axel hell for leaving you behind, by the way.”

I sink into the worn cushions, tucking my feet under me. My body still hums from Marcus’s kiss, my lips slightly swollen. Everything from last night feels surreal, like a dream I’m afraid to examine too closely in case it disappears.

“Start from the beginning,” Ruby says, pulling our throw blanket around both our shoulders. “And don’t leave anything out.”

For the next hour, I recount every detail to Ruby, from the moment Marcus found me in that private room to the possessive way he'd carried me out of the club. I tell her about the charged drive to his cabin, how he'd taken control and made me feel safe for the first time in months.

Ruby listens intently, her green eyes widening at certain revelations. When I finally finish, she lets out a low whistle. "Wow. That's a lot."

"That's not even the craziest part." I pull my knees up to my chest. "He wants me to move in with him."

"Like move into his cabin?" Ruby sits up straight, her jaw-dropping. "Full time?"

"Yep.”

“What did you say?”

"I asked him for a few days to think about it." I twist the blanket between my fingers, remembering the intensity in Marcus's amber eyes when he'd made the offer. "He gave me until Friday. Said he doesn't want to rush me, but he also doesn't want to wait."

"Wow." Ruby falls back against the cushions, her eyes wide. "This is huge, Lainey. Like, life-changing huge."

"I know." I press my face into my hands, my emotions swirling like a storm inside me. "I don't know what to do, Ruby. I mean, I want this. I want him. But the reality of it is just so much."

"Because of the diner?"

"That, and Axel." I lean back against the couch and sigh. "He's one of my best friends. And even though we broke up, I still care about him. I don't want to hurt him."

"Lainey, look at me." Ruby's voice is gentle but firm. She tugs my hands away from my face, forcing me to meet her gaze. "I love Axel, you know I do. But he also cheated on you. With a girl who had a boyfriend."

I flinch at the reminder, shame and anger warring in my chest.

"I know he's been there for you through a lot. But he's also put you through a lot." Ruby squeezes my hands. "He doesn't get to have an opinion on who you're with. Not anymore."

"But moving in with his dad? That's a whole different level."

"So? You deserve to be happy, Lainey. You deserve a man who looks at you the way Marcus does, who wants to take care of you." Her green eyes blaze with conviction. "If Axel can't handle that, it's his problem. Not yours."

I let out a shuddering breath, her words sinking into my skin. She's right. I know she is. But accepting it, really letting myself believe it, is harder than it should be.

"I'm scared," I whisper, voicing the fear that's been lurking beneath the surface since Marcus first brought me to his cabin. "Of how much I want this. Of how right it feels when I'm with him."

"Oh, honey." Ruby pulls me into a fierce hug, surrounding me with her familiar vanilla scent. "That's how you know it's real. When it's big and scary and consumes you. When it makes you want to risk everything just for a chance at something amazing."

I let Ruby's words wash over me, soothing the jagged edges of my uncertainty.

She's right. This thing with Marcus is unlike anything I've ever felt before. It's thrilling and terrifying in equal measure, like standing on the edge of a cliff and finally letting yourself jump.

"Thank you," I murmur into her shoulder, squeezing her tightly. "For always being here. For knowing exactly what to say."

"That's what best friends are for." Ruby rubs my back. "I've got your back, girlie. Even if it means dealing with the fallout from Hurricane Axel."

A weak laugh escapes me at that. "He's going to flip out, isn't he?"

"Probably. But that's his damage to deal with, not yours."
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My entire body aches as I drag myself into the bathroom after my double shift later on that night. The ancient pipes groan when I turn on the shower, and I lean against the counter while waiting for the water to heat up.

Steam slowly fills the small space, fogging the mirror, but not before I catch sight of the marks Marcus left on my skin.

A trail of purple bruises traces down my neck, across my collarbone.

My fingers drift over them, remembering the possessive way his mouth had claimed me. The slight scrape of his beard, the commanding grip of his hands. I’ve never let anyone mark me like this before. Never wanted to belong to someone this way. The sight makes my pulse quicken, remembering how deliberately he’d placed each mark, how he’d growled his satisfaction against my skin.

The shower finally runs hot enough, and I step under the spray, letting the water soothe my tired muscles. Every movement reminds me of last night, delicious little aches that make heat pool in my belly.

I’m just pulling on my sleep shirt when my phone rings. Marcus’s name lights up the screen.

I climb into bed, pulling the covers up. “Hello?”

“Hey, sweetheart.” His deep voice wraps around me like a physical touch. “How was your day?”

Ugh, how does he do that? Make me feel wrapped in warmth and electricity all at once?

“It was okay. Carl came by to fix the oven, but it still took a while before everything got up and running again.” 

“Sounds exhausting.” 

“It wasn’t so bad.” I close my eyes, picturing him in his cabin. “How was your day?”

“Long one. Had to head up to the north ridge with Reign. He needed me to help him check out some storm damage at one of his facilities.” There’s an edge to his voice that makes me think there’s more to the story. “Some equipment got hit pretty bad. Took most of the afternoon sorting it out.”

My mind fills with images of him working in the rain, those powerful arms lifting equipment. “Sounds intense.”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle. Managed to get some extra firewood chopped after, at least.”

“Of course you did.” I bite back a smile, settling deeper into my pillows. My body relaxes just listening to him talk about his day, even as excitement hums under my skin. “Because clearly your arms aren’t intimidating enough already.”

His low chuckle makes my toes curl. “You complaining about my arms?”

“Definitely not.” The memory of those arms lifting me, holding me down, makes me tingle between my legs. “Though I’m starting to think you just like showing off.”

“Only for you.” His voice drops lower. “Are you alone right now?”

“Yes. I’m in bed.”

“Good girl.” His approval washes over me, making my nipples tighten beneath my thin sleep shirt. “I want you to do exactly what I tell you. Can you do that for me, Lainey?”

“Yes,” I whisper, already aching for his commands.

“Take off your shirt.” His voice deepens with authority. “Slowly.”

I set the phone on speaker and let the straps slide down my shoulders, shivering as the cool air hits my overheated skin.

“Okay, it’s off.”

“Now, your panties. I want you naked in that bed, ready for me.”

My fingers tremble slightly as I shimmy out of my underwear and kick them to the floor. Feeling exposed and vulnerable, craving his eyes on me.

“I’m naked now.”

“That’s my girl.” His praise makes me clench around nothing. “I wish I could see you right now, spread out for me. I bet your tits are so pretty, aren’t they, baby? Your sweet little nipples just begging for my mouth.”

“Marcus...” I whimper, my thighs pressing together.

“Uh uh. Spread your legs for me. Nice and wide.” He waits until he hears my sharp inhale, knowing I’ve obeyed. “That’s it. Now, touch yourself. Start with your tits. Squeeze them the way I would. Pinch those pretty nipples.”

I cup my breasts, imagining his large hands in place of my own. I pluck at my nipples until they’re stiff and aching. Little mewls escape my throat as I work myself higher.

“Like this?”

“Just like that. Fuck, I love those sexy noises you make. Let me hear how bad you need it.” His voice is pure gravel. “Trail your fingers lower, baby. Past your belly button. But don’t touch that greedy little clit yet.”

I do as he says, my hips arching off the bed seeking more. “Please...”

“Please what? Use your words.”

“Please let me touch myself. I’m so wet.”

I’ve never been this bold, but something about him brings it out of me.

“Do it. Slide your fingers through that slick, needy pussy. Tell me how it feels.”

I nearly sob in relief as my fingertips glide through the wetness.

“It’s so warm and soft. I’m dripping for you.”

“That’s right, you’re dripping for me. Because that pussy is mine.” His words are fierce with possession. “Rub that swollen clit, baby. Work yourself till you’re desperate.”

My hips jerk as I follow his instructions, pleasure sparking up my spine with every light touch. It’s torturous, denying myself the pressure I crave. But obeying him, submitting to his control even from miles away, only makes me wetter.

“That’s my good girl,” he praises darkly. “Now slip two fingers inside that tight cunt. Feel how hot and slick you are.”

“Oh, yes.” I sink into myself with a low moan, my inner muscles clenching greedily. “You feel so much better...”

“I know, sweetheart. Soon. For now, fuck yourself on those pretty fingers. Imagine it’s my cock stretching you open, taking what’s mine.”

Obscene wet sounds fill the room as I work myself faster, grinding against my palm. The coil in my core winds tighter with every word he growls in my ear.

“Marcus, I’m close.”

“Come for me.” His command is guttural, laced with his own barely restrained desire. “Give me what’s mine.”

With a gasp of his name, I shatter. Pleasure bursts through my veins as I ride out the intense waves, my body bowing off the bed. Marcus’s low groan echoes through the phone, spurring my release higher.

“That’s it, baby. Milk those fingers.” His voice is raw, almost pained. “Wish I could feel you coming around my cock right now. Squeezing me so fucking tight.”

I whimper as the aftershocks roll through me, leaving me boneless against the sheets. My hand slows, drawing out every last spark until I’m too sensitive. With shaky movements, I pull my fingers free, marveling at the evidence of my pleasure coating them.

I ache to have him here with me. To feel his weight pressing me into the mattress, his arms caging me in.

“I wish you were here,” I whisper.

“Soon.” The promise in that single word makes me shiver. “For now, I need you to rest. You worked hard today.”

He means the diner, but the double meaning behind his words isn’t lost on me. A satisfied smile tugs at my lips as I reach for my discarded shirt, still buzzing from my climax.

“So did you.”

“I aim to please.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “Now get some sleep, baby. I have plans for you soon, and you’ll need your energy.”

“I can’t wait.”

And I mean it. I’m already counting down the hours until I’m back in his arms, surrendering to his dominance. “Goodnight, Marcus.”

“Sweet dreams, gorgeous.”

I end the call and snuggle under the covers, his deep timbre still echoing in my head.

For the first time in months, I drift off easily, my body sated and relaxed. The stress of the diner feels distant compared to the anticipation humming through my veins.

Friday can’t come soon enough.


TEN
MARCUS


The next five days are absolute torture.

Every morning, I wake up reaching for her, expecting to feel her warm body curled against mine, only to find cold, empty sheets. The disappointment hits me each time.

I can't focus on anything - not work at the lumber mill, not chopping wood, not even hunting. All I can think about is Lainey and how badly I need her back in my arms, in my bed.

I pace around the cabin like a caged animal, my skin crawling with pent-up energy and frustration. I have no idea what I was thinking when I told her I would wait for five whole days. I should have demanded she stay, should have thrown her over my shoulder again and hauled her back inside.

Anything to keep her with me.

Fortunately, Friday finally comes. I wake up feeling like a kid on Christmas morning. I spend most of the morning cleaning the cabin from top to bottom, determined to make space for her. I clear out dresser drawers, making room for her clothes. I reorganize the bathroom vanity, leaving half the counter bare.

I'm just finishing up in the kitchen when my phone rings. Axel’s name lights up the screen. Instantly, my stomach drops. Axel never calls me.

I pick up the phone and press it to my ear. “Axel? Everything okay?”

“Hey, Dad. Everything’s fine,” he says, sounding distracted. “I was just wondering if I could stop by the cabin today.”

“Stop by?” My grip tightens on the phone. “What’s the occasion?”

“I left one of my amps in my old room,” Axel explains. “I need it for a gig this weekend.”

Relief washes through me, followed by a twinge of guilt.

“Sure, come on by. I’ll be here until about four.”

“Thanks. Be there soon.” He hangs up abruptly.

I drain the rest of my coffee and sigh as I stare out the window, already dreading the inevitable awkwardness of this visit.

I love my son more than almost anything in this world. But seeing him always stirs up a storm of emotions I’ve tried to bury.

Five years ago, moving to Cooper Heights had seemed like the answer. I’d gotten the wake-up call of my life when Axel ended up in the hospital after a car accident after his high school graduation.

The next day, I started looking for property in Cooper Heights. I convinced myself that if I was closer, if I really tried this time, I could fix what I’d broken.

That first year, things actually seemed better. Axel would stop by sometimes and play his guitar on the back deck. He spent that summer here after graduation, writing music and talking about his dreams of making it big. I thought we were finally finding our way back to each other.

But the more time we spent together, the more obvious it became that we had no idea how to be father and son. Every conversation turned into an argument, and every attempt at bonding ended in frustrated silence. By August, he was gone.

A car door slams outside, and I head to the front window in time to see Axel pull up in the beat-up Jeep he’s had since high school.

He hops out, all lanky limbs and messy hair. And even from here, I can’t help but notice how much he looks like his mother. Same dark hair, same lean build. But the restless energy, the way he moves like he’s got someplace to be—that’s all me.

He bounds up the steps and knocks twice before letting himself in.

“Hey Dad,” he says, barely glancing my way as he kicks off his boots.

“Hey yourself, kid,” I reply, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Doing alright?”

“Yeah, thanks.” He takes the stairs two at a time. I follow him up, trying to think of something to say.

“So, this gig,” I start as we reach the landing. “Big show?”

“It’s an audition, actually.” He pushes open the door to his old room and heads straight for the closet. “A girl I went to school with is getting married next month. Her wedding planner heard my band play and is thinking about hiring us to play at the reception.”

I whistle low. “That’s impressive.”

“Yep.” Axel emerges with the amp and sets it down with a grunt. “Landing this gig could be huge, you know?”

I nod, watching as he gathers up the cord and slings his guitar case over his shoulder.

“Well, I hope you get it. You’re talented, Axel.”

He glances at me, something unreadable flickering across his face. “Thanks,” he says after a beat.

“You, uh, want a cup of coffee before you go?” I ask, gesturing toward the stairs.

Axel hesitates for a second, then shrugs. “Sure, why not.”

We head back downstairs and into the kitchen. I grab a mug from the cabinet, the ceramic warm from the dishwasher, and pour the steaming coffee.

As I hand him the mug, Axel takes it with a half-smile.

“You haven’t changed a bit, you know that? Same coffee, same mugs, same flannel.” He gestures at my shirt with his free hand.

I chuckle as I lean back against the counter. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

He takes a sip, and as he lowers the mug, his eyes catch on something behind me. A slow grin spreads across his face.

“What?” I ask, turning to follow his gaze.

And then I see it.

A pink hair tie, lying on the counter next to the coffee pot. And in the sink, a wine glass with the faint imprint of lipstick on the rim.

Shit.

“Well, well, well,” Axel says, his grin widening. “Looks like the old man’s got himself a girlfriend.”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t help the small smile tugging at my lips. “It’s not like that.”

“No? Then what’s with the hair tie and the wine glass?”

He sets his mug down, crosses his arms over his chest, and raises an eyebrow at me.

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “It’s… complicated.”

“Complicated how?” Axel prods, clearly enjoying this. “She married or something?”

“Fuck, no.” I grimace at the thought. “She’s single. Things with us are just new.”

Axel laughs at that, a real laugh that catches me off guard. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard him sound so genuinely amused.

“Alright, I get it. You don’t kiss and tell.” He picks up his mug again, taking another sip as he surveys me over the rim. “But seriously, Dad. I’m happy for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. It’s about time you had someone in your life besides me, Reign, and the bears out back.”

Something in my chest tightens at his words.

“Thanks, son. That means a lot.”

He nods, a flicker of understanding passing between us. For a moment, it feels like we’re actually connecting, like we’re finally on the same page after all these years of missed signals and crossed wires.

“Well, I better get going. Got a lot of practicing to do before this audition.”

“Good luck.” I push off the counter, walking him to the door. “Let me know how it goes.”

“Will do.” He pauses on the threshold, guitar case in hand. “And hey, maybe next time I’m over, you can introduce me to this mystery woman of yours.”

I force a chuckle, trying to ignore the sudden knot in my stomach. “We’ll see.”

With a final wave, he heads down the steps and back to his Jeep. I watch him go, one hand braced against the doorframe.

As he pulls away, I can’t help but feel like something has shifted between us. Like maybe we’re finally starting to find our way back to each other.

But then I think about Lainey, about the way she feels in my arms, the way she looks at me like I’m the only man in the world.

And I know that if Axel ever found out about us, it would shatter whatever fragile peace we’ve managed to build.
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By some miracle, I manage to make it through the rest of the day without completely losing my mind.

The hours drag, each one feeling twice as long as it should. I keep finding myself staring at my phone, willing it to ring, to buzz, to give me some sign that she’s thinking about me, too.

But all day, it stays stubbornly silent.

I’ve never been like this before—obsessed, restless, impatient. By the time I finally pull up to Lainey’s apartment, my hands are gripping the steering wheel so tight my knuckles are white.

I take a deep breath as I step out of my truck, trying to shake off the tension that’s been building all day. Just as I’m raising my hand to knock, the door to her apartment swings open, and there she is.

That blue dress molds to her body like a second skin, showing off curves that make my mouth water. Her hair falls loose around her shoulders, and she’s added something to her lips that makes them shine.

Her voice carries a teasing lilt as she smiles up at me. “Hey, handsome.”

“Evening, gorgeous.” I close the distance between us, drawn to the way she practically glows. “Trying to kill me with that dress?”

“Maybe.” She peers up at me through her lashes. That innocent look, combined with the wicked curve of her smile, makes my blood burn. “Is it working?”

“Definitely.”

I can’t resist pulling her close for a kiss. I try to keep it quick and appropriate for a parking lot. But she melts against me with a soft sound that tests my control.

When I pull back, her lips are slightly swollen, her eyes hazy with want.

“Get in the truck before I forget we have dinner plans.” I open the door, helping her up into the cab.

I shut her door and walk around to the driver’s side, taking a deep breath to steady myself. As I slide behind the wheel, I catch Lainey watching me, her eyes dark with desire.

“So, where are we going?” she asks, her voice husky.

I start the engine, a slow grin spreading across my face. “It’s a surprise.”

We drive in comfortable silence, the tension between us electric. Every so often, I feel Lainey’s eyes on me, and it takes all my willpower not to pull over and take her right there on the side of the road.

Finally, I turn off the main drag onto a gravel road that winds through the woods. The trees part, revealing a weathered wooden building with a neon sign flickering in the twilight.

Lainey leans forward, squinting at the sign. “What is this place?”

I chuckle, pulling into a spot near the entrance. “It’s a bar called Bottom of the Barrel. Local makeout spot.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “Makeout spot?”

“Mhmm.” I kill the engine and turn to face her. “Figured we could be alone without the whole town watching.”

A slow smile spreads across Lainey’s face. “I like that idea.”

We head inside, and I watch Lainey’s reaction carefully. The bar is dimly lit, with booths lining the walls and a small dance floor in the center. Couples occupy most of the booths, and more than a few are getting handsy.

I expect Lainey to blush or look away, but instead, her eyes widen with interest. She takes in the scene, her gaze lingering on a couple in the corner who are practically devouring each other.

“See something you like?” I murmur in her ear.

She jumps slightly, as if she’d forgotten I was there. A delicious pink tinge spreads across her cheeks.

“I-I was just...”

“Enjoying the show?” I finish for her.

Lainey bites her lip, nodding almost imperceptibly.

Well, well. Looks like my girl’s a bit of a voyeur. The realization sends a fresh wave of heat through my body.

I guide her to an empty booth in the corner, my hand on the small of her back. As we slide in, I make sure to sit close enough that our thighs are touching.

“So,” I say, watching her face carefully. “What do you think?”

“I like it,” Lainey says, her eyes sparkling as she takes in the dim lighting and intimate atmosphere. “It’s cozy.”

“That’s one word for it,” I reply with a smirk.

A waitress approaches our table, her pen poised over her notepad. “What can I get you two?”

I open my mouth to order my usual whiskey, but Lainey beats me to it.

“I’ll have a double shot of tequila, please,” she says confidently.

I raise an eyebrow, impressed. “Make that two,” I tell the waitress.

Once she leaves, Lainey turns to me, her expression softening. “So, how was your day?”

The question catches me off guard. It’s been a long time since anyone’s asked me that with genuine interest.

“It was interesting. Axel came by the cabin.”

Lainey’s eyes widen. “How did that go?”

I lean back, running a hand through my hair. “Better than expected, actually. He needed to pick up some equipment he’d left behind.”

“I hate this,” she whispers. “Sneaking around. Lying to him. He’s been a good friend since the breakup. He doesn’t deserve this.”

“We’ll tell him. Soon.” I shift closer, drawn by how she looks at me, vulnerable but trusting. “But tonight isn’t about Axel.”

Color floods her cheeks, but her eyes darken. “Is that so, Mr. Ruins?”

“Very so.” I shift closer, the booth’s high back hiding us from view. The couple in the next booth over is definitely not focused on their drinks, and the thought of having Lainey similarly distracted makes my blood burn. “Though I have to admit, seeing you in this dress makes me question why we’re in public at all.”

She bites her lower lip, and the simple gesture nearly breaks my control. “Because you promised me dinner?”

“I did.” My hand finds her knee under the table. “But I’m starting to think takeout would have been a better option.”

The way she shifts closer tells me she’s thinking the same thing. The air between us feels electric, charged with possibilities. The rest of the bar fades away until it’s just us, wrapped in our own private world of shadows and wanting.

Her fingertips trace lazy patterns on my thigh, each touch sending heat through my blood. The jukebox switches to something slower, and she sighs, melting further into my side.

“This is nice,” she murmurs. “Being here with you like this.”

“Just nice?” I tease, running my fingers along her bare shoulder.

She giggles and burrows closer. “More than nice.” Then, her voice takes on that thoughtful tone that always makes me pay attention. “Different than I expected.”

“How so?”

“You’re...” She pauses, choosing her words. “Gentler than I thought you’d be.”

The observation catches me off guard. “That disappointment I hear?”

“No, not disappointment.” Her fingers still on my thigh. “It’s just that night at the Summit, when you carried me out, there was nothing gentle about that.”

Christ. The memory of her in my arms, soft and willing, makes my muscles tense. “Had to get you out of there.”

“I know.” She shifts slightly, looking up at me. “But it wasn’t just about getting me out, was it?”

The question hangs between us, loaded with possibility.

I study her in the dim light, this woman who’s gotten under my skin so completely. Who looks at me like she sees past every wall I’ve built, every mask I wear. The urge to possess her, to mark her as mine in every way possible, grows stronger every moment I’m with her.

“That night at the Summit,” I say carefully, “I showed you a glimpse of who I really am. What I really want.” My fingers trace her collarbone, feeling her pulse jump. “Most women run when they see that side of me.”

“I didn’t run.” Her voice is steady, even as her body trembles under my touch.

“No.” The word comes out rough. “You didn’t.”

“And I won’t.” She meets my gaze directly. “I see how you hold yourself back. How careful you are with me. But Marcus...” She takes a shaky breath. “What if I don’t want careful?”

“You don’t know what you’re asking for, Lainey.” But my hand tightens on her shoulder.

“Then show me.” Her words are barely a whisper, but they ignite something primal in my chest. “I’m not scared, Marcus.”

For the first time in my life, I actually believe those words. There’s no manipulation in her eyes, no hidden agenda. Just pure trust and a hunger that matches my own. The beast inside me, the one I’ve kept carefully caged, stirs at her acceptance.

“Baby, the things I want to do to you...” My voice comes out rough. “The ways I want to possess you...”

“Please, Marcus. Please.” She breathes the words against my neck.

All around us, other couples are lost in their own worlds of shadow and wanting. But all I can focus on is Lainey, warm and willing against me, asking for the parts of myself I’ve always kept hidden.

“Okay, sweetheart. When I take you home tonight,” I growl in her ear, “I’m going to show you exactly what happens when I stop holding back.”

Her whole body trembles. “Promise?”


ELEVEN
LAINEY


Marcus pushes me against the cabin door the moment we step inside, his hand fisting my hair as his mouth claims mine.

“Fuck, baby you drive me wild,” he growls against my lips. “Wanted to bend you over my knee right there in the fucking bar.”

I moan into the kiss, my hands scrabbling at his shoulders.

“I wouldn’t have stopped you,” I pant when he breaks away to bite at my jaw.

“No?”

“No.”

He makes a rough sound, almost a snarl, and suddenly spins me around.

“Then go to the bedroom and strip,” he commands.

I bite back a moan. “S-strip?”

“Strip, baby,” he repeats as he trails his hand up my jaw. “I want you naked and kneeling in the center of the bed when I get there.”

I practically run to the bedroom as I hurry to obey, shedding my clothes as I go.

Ever since I first met Marcus, he’s always been this towering figure of control. Stern, serious, unshakable. The kind of man who carries the weight of the world on his shoulders without ever letting it show. Like there’s this storm inside him, but he’s built walls so high and so thick that nothing could ever break through.

I’ve always wondered what it would be like to see him snap—to feel all that pent-up fury, that raw intensity, turned on me. Tonight, those walls are crumbling, and I’m the one standing in the eye of the storm.

It’s terrifying and exhilarating all at once.

My heart is a wild drum beat in my chest as I kneel in the center of the bed and hear Marcus’s heavy footsteps approach.

Then the door creaks open, and he enters, still fully dressed, and slowly circles the bed. I keep my eyes downcast and fight the urge to squirm under his appraising gaze.

Finally, Marcus sits in the leather armchair by the fireplace. He leans back, the picture of calm control. But I can see the bulge straining against his jeans.

His voice is a dark rasp. “Crawl to me.”

I slowly crawl off the bed and make my way across the floor to him, swaying my hips. I feel sexy and powerful, even in this submissive position. When I reach him, I sit back on my heels and look up at him through my lashes.

“Good girl,” Marcus praises, running a hand over my hair.

I press into his touch, craving more. He cups my chin, making me meet his heated gaze.

“I’m going to spank you, baby. Ten swats to this pretty little ass.” He runs a possessive hand over the curve of my hip. “I’ll start gently, but each one will be a little harder. If it gets to be too much, just say ‘red’ and I’ll stop immediately. Understand?”

My body thrums with desire. “Yes, I understand.”

“What’s your color now?” Marcus prompts.

“Green,” I breathe.

I’ve never been more sure of anything. I want this, want him, with every fiber of my being.

“Good. Now stand up and bend over my lap.”

I rise from the floor and drape myself across his muscular thighs, my stomach fluttering wildly as he caresses my bare ass.

The first swat takes me by surprise, a sharp sting that quickly melts into warm pleasure. I gasp and arch into his hand.

“That’s one. Count them for me.” Marcus’s voice is rough with arousal.

“One,” I manage, my brain hazy.

The second spank lands slightly harder and ignites a spark that travels straight to my core.

“Two!” I cry out, my hips writhing against Marcus’s solid thighs.

His free hand presses into the small of my back. “Keep still, baby.”

I try to obey, but it’s almost impossible when the next swat sears across my skin.

“Three,” I gasp.

Marcus rubs the sting away before delivering another sharp slap.

“Four!” My voice is getting higher, breathier, as the pain blurs into intense, throbbing pleasure.

My ass is on fire but I’ve never been more turned on in my life. I’m dripping onto Marcus’s jeans, shamelessly grinding against his thigh, seeking friction. I’m so wet I can feel it on my thighs.

“None of that,” he scolds, pinning my hips with one strong hand.

I whimper in protest. “But I need it!”

“You don’t come until I say you can come.” His hand cracks against my ass again, making me jolt and yelp. “What number was that?”

“F-five,” I stammer. My brain practically shorts out from the overwhelming sensations.

“Halfway there. You’re doing so well, baby.”

His praise washes over me and soothes the deep ache between my legs. I want to be good for him, even as I’m shaking apart with desperate need.

The next five swats come in quick succession, pushing me right to the edge. Tears leak from my eyes as I sob out the numbers.

“Six! Seven! Eight! Nine! Ten!”

By the end, my ass feels raw and inflamed, but my body is singing with endorphins. I’m shaking and panting, my arousal so intense it’s almost painful.

“Please,” I beg, my voice ragged. Tears streak down my face. “Please, I need you. I need to come. I can’t stand it.”

Marcus lifts me up and settles me astride his lap, my throbbing core pressed right against the thick ridge of his erection. I moan brokenly and clutch at his shoulders, grinding down on him. The denim creates delicious friction against my swollen flesh.

He grips my hips, guiding my frantic movements.

“That’s it, baby. Use me to make yourself feel good. You’ve earned it.”

I ride him shamelessly, my head thrown back, whimpering with every roll of my hips. The coarse fabric is almost too intense, bordering on pain. But I can’t stop. I’m too far gone.

“Look at you,” Marcus growls, his eyes devouring me. “Desperate and wild, grinding on my cock like the needy girl you are.”

His filthy words make me clench and gush around nothing.

Marcus stands suddenly, lifting me with him. I cling to his shoulders, my legs instinctively locking around his waist. He carries me to the bed and drops me on the mattress, making me bounce. Before I can catch my breath, he’s on me, pinning my wrists above my head.

“Keep these here,” he orders. “Don’t move them.”

“Yes, sir,” I gasp, my heart racing wildly.

He releases my wrists, and I obediently keep them in place as he sits back on his heels to strip off his shirt. My mouth goes dry at the sight of his ripped torso and the tattoos rippling over hard muscle.

He’s back on me in an instant, his body caging mine, his weight deliciously heavy. His mouth claims my neck in biting kisses that make me arch and pant.

“Such a good girl,” he rasps against my throat. “You’re going to take my cock so well, aren’t you? Stretching tight around me while I fuck this greedy little cunt.”

I can only moan, my brain too fogged with lust to form words. He reaches between us to unzip his jeans, shoving them down just enough to free his erection. It springs out, thick and hard, the engorged head already glistening.

I try to press my hips up, desperate to feel him inside me, but he pins me down with one hand. He notches the broad head of his cock against my entrance, barely dipping in before pulling back, teasing me mercilessly. I’m practically sobbing with need.

“Marcus, please!” I beg shamelessly. “I need your cock, I need it so bad. Please fuck me, fill me up, I can’t - ohh!”

My pleas cut off in a choked moan as he thrusts into me, burying himself to the hilt in one powerful surge. The stretch is intense, bordering on painful, but so, so good. My walls clamp down around him, fluttering wildly.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” he groans, his face etched with pleasure. “Squeezing me like a fucking vise. This cunt was made for my cock, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” I whimper, too far gone to say anything else. I’m impaled on his thick length, stuffed so full I can hardly breathe.

Marcus starts to move, rolling his hips in deep, claiming thrusts that make me see stars. I arch my back, taking him even deeper, my nails digging into my palms where my hands are still pinned above my head.

“So fucking perfect,” he growls, snapping his hips harder, fucking me into the mattress. “Taking my cock like you were born for it. So good for me.”

His filthy praise makes me clench around him, my walls fluttering. I can feel my orgasm building, coiling tighter with every relentless thrust.

“Please,” I keen, my voice breaking. “Please let me come, I need it so bad, I can’t hold it.”

“Not yet,” Marcus pants, his own control slipping. “I’m not done with this pussy yet. You don’t come until I say you can come.”

He hikes my legs higher around his waist and pounds into me, hammering that secret spot that makes me light up from the inside. I’m openly sobbing now, babbling desperate please.

“Please, please, please,” I chant mindlessly, too lost in sensation to say anything else.

“Do it, Lainey. Let go for me.”

His permission slams into me and I detonate, my orgasm crashing through me in blinding waves. I scream his name, my body arching as pleasure turns me inside out.

My cunt clamps down on him like a vise, milking his cock for all I’m worth. Marcus shouts, slamming into me one last time before pulsing deep inside me, flooding me with wet heat.

We shudder through the aftershocks together, clinging to each other and exchanging sloppy kisses as we come down. Marcus gentles his thrusts, rocking into me tenderly as I flutter weakly around him.

Finally, he pulls out and collapses next to me, tugging me into his arms. I cuddle into his strong chest, my mind blissfully empty.

“Goddamn, you’re perfect, baby. You came so well for me,” Marcus murmurs into my hair, his arms banded tight around me.

I hum contentedly, still floating in a hazy cloud of bliss.

“That was so intense,” I manage, my voice hoarse from screaming. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

Marcus pulls back slightly to look at me, his eyes soft with awe. “Neither have I. Letting go like that, giving you what you needed, what we both needed... It’s not something I ever thought I could do.”

I press a kiss over his steadily thumping heart. “Thank for letting me see this side of you.”

He cups my face, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. “You make it easy baby. Easier than it’s ever been for me.”

I feel the squish of Marcus’s come as I shift in his arms. It’s an unfamiliar sensation, but I revel in the intimacy and possession of it. Marcus notices my squirming and slides a hand down to cup my sensitive mound.

“You like feeling my come inside you?” he asks. “Marking this sweet little pussy as mine?”

I moan breathlessly and press into his touch. “Yes,” I whisper. “I love it. Love feeling owned by you.”

Marcus groans and pushes two fingers inside me, scooping up some of the slippery evidence of our coupling and pushing it back into my fluttering passage. I gasp and clench around the intrusion, my over-sensitized flesh sparking with pleasure-pain.

“This is where my come belongs,” Marcus growls possessively. “Stuffed deep in your tight little cunt. You’re going to keep it plugged up inside you all night. Let it soak into your womb.”

His filthy words make me shudder and gush around his pumping fingers. It’s so dirty and wrong but it just feels so incredibly right.

“I’ll keep you full of me,” he promises darkly. “This pussy will never be empty again.”

I can only moan and rock my hips into his hand, letting him finger-fuck his own release back inside me. I’ve never felt so deliciously debauched, so utterly claimed.

After thoroughly saturating my channel with his seed, Marcus withdraws his fingers and brings them to my mouth. I part my lips eagerly, my tongue darting out to lap our mingled essence from his skin.

The taste is intoxicating. Salty musk and tangy cream. I suck his fingers clean, my cheeks hollowing lewdly.

His eyes gleam with satisfaction. “My perfect dirty girl.”

I preen under his approval, heat licking through my veins.

I’ve never been a fan of crude dirty talk before, but the way Marcus says those vulgar words, the way he looks at me like I’m the filthiest treasure... It turns me on like nothing else.

Finally releasing his fingers with an obscene pop, I collapse back onto his chest, completely wrung out. Marcus strokes my hair soothingly, coaxing me down from the erotic high.

“Stay here. I’m going to run to the kitchen.”

I make a muzzy sound of protest, clinging to him tighter. I don’t want him to go, don’t want to lose his warmth surrounding me.

Marcus chuckles softly and peels my arms from around his neck. “I’ll just be a minute, baby. I need to take care of my girl.”

My heart flips at the endearment, at the gentle kiss he presses to my forehead before slipping out of bed. I curl up in the warm spot he left behind, utterly content.

Marcus returns a moment later with an ice pack, a cupcake and a glass of water. My heart swells at his thoughtfulness.

He sits on the edge of the bed and hands me the water first. “Drink,” he encourages gently.

I sit up and take small sips, the cool liquid soothing my dry throat. Marcus watches me intently, making sure I drain the glass. When I finish, he takes it from me and sets it aside.

“Lay on your stomach, sweetheart,” he instructs.

I stretch out on the bed. The movement makes me wince as my well-spanked ass makes contact with the sheets. Marcus notices and frowns in concern.

“Too much?” he asks, his brow furrowed.

“No, I’m okay,” I assure him. “Just a little sore. But a good sore.”

His expression softens. “I’m going to put some ice on it to help with the sting.”

I shiver slightly as he rests the cold pack on my heated flesh, but it quickly starts to numb the burning sensation. I sigh in relief and relax into the mattress.

Marcus sits beside me, stroking my hair back from my face with his free hand.

“You took your punishment so well. I’m proud of you.”

I practically purr at his praise, arching into his touch like a cat. “I wanted to be good for you,” I murmur.

“You were,” he assures me. “So very good.”

I flush with pleasure, my heart feeling like it might burst.

After a few minutes, Marcus removes the ice pack. “How’s that feel now?”

“Much better,” I tell him. “Thank you.”

He leans down to press a kiss to the small of my back, making me shiver. “Anything for my good girl.”

Sitting up, he retrieves the decadent-looking chocolate cupcake from the nightstand.

“I think you deserve a reward for being so well-behaved. Open up.”

I push myself up on my elbows and open my mouth obediently. Marcus peels the wrapper off the cupcake and holds it to my lips, letting me take a big bite. I moan at the rich flavor, my eyes fluttering closed in bliss.

“Good?” Marcus asks, sounding amused.

I mumble around my mouthful. “Divine.”

He feeds me the rest of the cupcake in small bites, his fingers brushing my lips, making me lick and suck the chocolate frosting from his skin. It’s an oddly sensual experience, the way he’s caring for me, indulging me.

When I finish the last bite, Marcus wipes a smear of frosting from the corner of my mouth and brings it to his own lips, sucking it clean. The intimate gesture makes my breath hitch.

“Delicious,” Marcus murmurs, his amber eyes glowing with satisfaction. “But not as sweet as you, baby.”

I blush under his heated gaze, my heart fluttering.

I still can’t quite believe this is real, that I’m here in Marcus’s bed, that he’s looking at me like I’m the most precious thing he’s ever seen.

Overwhelmed with emotion, I reach for him, tugging him down into a deep, thorough kiss.

Marcus groans into my mouth. His arms come around me and he holds me close as he takes control of the kiss. His tongue delves deep, claiming me, stoking the embers of my desire back to a low burn. And it isn’t long before I fall into a deep, contented sleep.


TWELVE
MARCUS


Lainey’s eyes sparkle over the rim of her coffee mug. “I can’t believe that you like to garden. The big bad Marcus Ruins, growing his own vegetables.”

“What can I say? A man needs fresh food, baby.” I pull another weed from around the tomato plants. “Plus, it’s therapeutic.”

Lainey giggles. “Therapeutic, huh?”

“That’s what they say.” I toss the weed into the basket and stand up, wiping my hands on my jeans. “Cheaper than hiring a shrink, too.”

It’s the next morning, and Lainey and I are out in the yard behind my cabin. After we woke up, I made breakfast, and we decided to enjoy our coffee outside while I tended to my little vegetable patch. It’s a perfect day, with the sun shining and a light breeze rustling through the trees.

I glance over at Lainey, taking in her messy hair and the way my flannel shirt hangs loose on her curvy frame. She’s perched on the Adirondack chair on the deck, her legs tucked up beneath her, sipping coffee like she hasn’t a care in the world.

Meanwhile, I’m down here in the dirt with sweat sticking my t-shirt to my back, trying to keep my mind off how damn sexy she looks.

I’m not usually like this, so consumed by lust for a woman. But with Lainey, my appetite is insatiable. And after last night, it’s only getting worse.

I’ve never crossed that line before or explored my dominant side. But with Lainey, it was perfect. She submitted to me beautifully, letting me take control. But I know she’s sore and needs a break.

I force myself to focus on the plants, not the way the flannel rides up her thighs as she shifts in the chair.

“You okay over there, mountain man?” Lainey asks, a teasing lilt in her voice. “You’re looking a little tense.”

“Just trying to get a few things done before the day gets away from us.”

She stands up and walks over to me, her hips swaying. “Anything I can do to help?” She kneels down beside me, our shoulders brushing.

I clear my throat. “You don’t have to. I’m almost done here anyway.”

“I want to,” she insists, smiling up at me. “Put me to work, Marcus.”

I hand her a weed.

“Alright, you can start by pulling these then. Grab them at the base, as close to the dirt as you can.”

She does as instructed, her brow furrowed in concentration as she works alongside me.

“Seriously, this garden is incredible, Marcus. I can’t believe you grew all this yourself.”

The garden’s nothing fancy—a few raised beds that I built last spring with wood that’s seen better days. It’s got a smattering of herbs, a few tomato plants, some peppers, and a cucumber vine trailing along the back fence. It’s even got a small patch of wildflowers that my sister Emma insisted on planting.

But there’s no denying the satisfaction I feel, knowing she’s impressed.

I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant. “I’ve had a lot of time on my hands over the years. And I like being self-sufficient. Being in the Marines taught me that.”

“And flowers?” She nods toward the wildflower patch I’ve been cultivating. “Are those also essential for survival, too?”

I sit back on my heels, unable to stop my smile at her teasing. “The bees like them. Helps with pollination.”

“Of course. It’s all very practical.” Her grin widens. “Nothing at all to do with how pretty they are.”

“You caught me.” My eyes lock with hers. “I’m secretly growing flowers because I like looking at pretty things.”

A blush creeps up her neck, but she holds my gaze. “So what made you decide to start this garden anyway? I mean, besides for the beauty and survival skills?”

No one’s asked about the garden before. But looking at Lainey now, the gentle curiosity in her eyes, I realize I want her to know.

Need her to know.

“My friend Shadow gave me the idea. He’d bring over these pathetic-looking plants and tell me they just needed someone to believe in them.” My lips quirk at the memory. “Half of them died that first summer, but he just kept bringing more. Said I needed a hobby that didn’t involve guns or power tools.”

Lainey grins. “He sounds like a good friend.”

“The best.” I swallow past the lump forming in my throat. “Shadow, Reign, and I served together. We started up Pack Security together when we got out. Shadow was a good guy. He was like a brother to me.”

“Was?”

I blow out a breath. “He died last year. Police found his body at the bottom of Cooper Ridge.”

Lainey reaches out, placing her hand over mine, where it rests on my knee. “Oh Marcus, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay. After he died, I threw myself into this garden. Figured it was a way to honor him, you know? Keep something of him alive.”

“I think that’s beautiful.” She squeezes my hand. “And I’m sure Shadow would be proud of what you’ve built here.”

“Yeah. I like to think so.” I clear my throat, trying to shake off the heaviness.

Lainey is quiet for a moment.

“I’m glad you told me,” she says finally. “I want you to be able to talk to me about this stuff. About Shadow. I know it can’t be easy.”

“It’s not usually, no. But with you...” I trail off, holding her gaze. “With you, it feels right somehow.”

A pretty blush stains her cheeks as she smiles. “I’m glad. I want you to feel like you can open up to me.”

I flash her a wicked grin. “Careful what you wish for. You may not like what you find if I let you in too deep.”

“I’ll take my chances.” Her blue eyes sparkle with invitation.

Lainey has no idea what she’s asking for, the demons that lurk inside me. But I’m beginning to think I’d do just about anything to keep her looking at me like that. Like I’m not a lost cause. Like maybe there’s still something good buried deep down worth believing in.

I reach up to brush a loose strand of hair from her face. Her breath hitches at my touch, but she doesn’t move.

“We should get you out of the dirt,” I murmur, my thumb grazing her cheekbone. “I’ve got other plans for you today that don’t involve gardening.”

Her tongue darts out to wet her bottom lip.

“Oh? And what exactly did you have in mind?”

“Moving you into my cabin, for starters.”

Lainey groans. “Marcus, we’ve talked about this. You promised to give me time to think it through.”

“I said I would give you until Friday. It’s Saturday.” I turn her hand over in mine, tracing the delicate bones of her wrist. “That’s more than enough time for you to overthink it. To talk yourself out of what we both know you want.”

“But I have my own apartment. My own life.” Her voice wavers. “You can’t just take over everything.”

“Can’t I?” I brush my lips across her knuckles, feeling her shiver. “After last night, you really think I can let you go? Let you sleep anywhere but in my bed?”

“This is all moving so fast.” Her voice softens. “We’ve only been together a few days.”

But her body betrays her, swaying toward mine like she can’t help herself.

“And yet you already know exactly where you belong.”

I tilt her chin up, holding her gaze.

“You felt it last night when you submitted so beautifully for me. And you feel it now in how your body responds to my touch.” I brush my lips against her ear. “Some things you don’t need time to know, sweetheart.”

Lainey’s fingers curl into my shirt. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Not a chance.” I brush my thumb across her lower lip. “I need you here, Lainey. Home with me where you belong.”

She studies my face, searching for something. “Say it again.”

“Which part?”

“The part about home.”

Something inside me cracks at the vulnerability in her voice, at the hope shimmering in her eyes. I know how long it’s been since Lainey has truly felt at home. How long she’s been searching for a place to belong, to be cherished and protected.

I want to give that to her. Need to give that to her.

My arms tighten around her. “This is your home, sweetheart. Here with me.”

Something shifts in her eyes, like pieces clicking into place.

“Fine. I’ll move in on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“You have to teach me about the garden.” Her smile turns wicked. “Since I’ll be living here, I should know how to tend your pretty flowers. We can start today.”

“Later.” I catch her hips, lifting her against me. “Right now, I need you in our bed.”

The way she shivers at ‘our’ drives me wild. I capture her mouth with mine, already carrying her inside. Need to claim her again, mark her as mine, make her feel exactly what she does to me when she yields so sweetly.

I walk us through the cabin, my mouth never leaving hers. My hands grip her thighs as her legs wrap around my waist, the soft fabric of my flannel shirt brushing against my abs where it’s ridden up her hips.

I navigate the familiar layout easily, even with Lainey distracting me with her sweet little moans and the way she tugs at my hair. Through the living room, past the kitchen, down the short hallway to the bedroom that will now be ours.

Ours.

The word echoes in my mind, primal satisfaction humming through my veins. Lainey is mine now in every way that matters. And I’ll spend every day proving to her that she made the right choice. That she belongs here, with me.

I carry her into the bedroom and kick the door shut behind us. Then I lay Lainey down gently on the bed as I hover over her. She looks up at me with hooded eyes and spreads her legs slowly.

My cock hardens instantly at the sight. “You’re wet for me already, aren’t you, baby?”

“Always,” she purrs, reaching down to part her lower lips and give me an even better view.

“Goddamn.”

I lower myself to my knees in front of her, pushing her thighs even further apart.

“I’m gonna lick this pretty little clit until you come for me, as many times as it takes. You just lay back and take it like a good girl, okay?”

“Yes, Marcus,” Lainey whimpers. “I’ll be good for you.”

With a growl of approval, I lean in and run my tongue along the length of her slit, savoring that first taste of her essence. Lainey cries out, her hips bucking up to meet my mouth. I pin her down with one large hand on her mound, holding her in place.

“Keep those legs spread for me,” I order gruffly before diving back in.

I focus on her clit, flicking the sensitive bud with the tip of my tongue before suckling it between my lips.

Lainey hands tangle in my hair as she grinds herself shamelessly against my face. I slide two thick fingers inside her slick channel, pumping in time with the strokes of my tongue.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, Marcus!” she keens, her thighs starting to quake around my ears. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

I double my efforts, tongue working her clit mercilessly as I crook my fingers to find that spot inside her that I know will make her unravel. Lainey writhes beneath me, her moans growing higher pitched and more frantic. But I can sense she’s struggling, hovering right on the edge but unable to let go fully.

“I need more, Marcus,” she whimpers desperately. “Please, I need...”

I know instinctively what she needs.

Still licking steadily at her swollen clit, I trail my other hand down, finding the tight bud of her back entrance. Gently, I circle the puckered rim with the pad of my thumb.

Lainey gasps and a fresh coat of wetness coats my face.

“Is this what you wanted, sweetheart?” I murmur darkly. “You need me to play with this virgin ass while I suck on your greedy little clit?”

“Oh, yes!” Lainey sobs, shameless in her need.

I press my thumb more insistently against her tightest entrance.

“Relax, baby. Open her up for me.”

Lainey takes a shuddering breath and bears down, allowing the tip of my thumb to breach her. The velvety heat is incredible, and I groan appreciatively as I work the thick digit deeper.

“Your ass is gripping me so tight. Such a good girl, opening up this tight little hole just for me.”

I pump my thumb shallowly, letting her adjust to the new sensation as I continue my dedicated assault on her clit.

“Marcus, Marcus!” she chants breathlessly. “Oh fuck, it’s so much... You’re going to make me... Unnngh!”

Her words cut off in a strangled cry as I carefully press my thumb all the way inside the vice of her ass. At the same moment, I suckle her clit hard between my lips, fluttering my tongue rapidly over the tip.

It’s the final push she needs.

With a keening wail, her body goes rigid and then convulses almost violently. I feel her release gush over my hand as her pussy clamps down rhythmically, her ass squeezing my thumb in fluttering pulses.

I work her through it, gentling my touch but not letting up, wringing every last shudder and aftershock from her.

Carefully, I ease my thumb from her still fluttering back entrance and slip my fingers from her drenched channel. Lainey whimpers at the loss, oversensitive and trembling. I press tender kisses to her mound and her inner thighs, soothing her with my lips and murmuring words of praise.

“You did so well, sweetheart,” I rumble against her heated skin. “Took everything I gave you like such a good girl. I’m so proud of you.”

Lainey reaches down, threading her fingers through my hair to urge me up. I go willingly, crawling over her body to take her lips in a deep, claiming kiss.

She moans into my mouth, no doubt tasting herself on my tongue.

Finally, Lainey breaks the silence with a breathless giggle.

“Wow. If that’s the kind of housewarming you had in mind, I should have agreed to move in weeks ago.”

I chuckle against her neck, nuzzling the soft skin there.

“Sweetheart, we’re just getting started. By tonight, there won’t be an inch of you that doesn’t know it belongs to me.”


THIRTEEN
LAINEY


“What about this one?” Ruby holds up an oversized mirror with a heavy bronze frame. “It’s giving luxury mountain resort.”

I shake my head, navigating our cart around a towering display of autumn-themed throw pillows.

“Nah, too ornate. It’ll overpower the space.” My eyes land on a sleek, minimalist mirror with a slim black frame. “That one, though. It’s perfect.”

Ruby sets the bronze mirror back on the shelf.

“Fine, but we’re getting the faux fur throw blanket to go with it.”

She tosses the plush gray blanket into our cart before I can protest.

I can’t help but laugh.

Shopping with Ruby always turns into an adventure, especially when it comes to decorating. Her bold style is the polar opposite of mine. But she has a knack for pulling together a look. And right now, I need all the help I can get.

It’s been two weeks since I moved into Marcus’s cabin, and I’m still adjusting to the change. His place is rustic and cozy, but it’s missing those personal touches that make a house feel like a home. Which is why I jumped at the chance to do some shopping when Ruby offered to join me on her lunch break.

As we make our way through the aisles of the upscale home goods store, I can’t help but feel a little out of my element. But Ruby seems right at home, confidently tossing items into our cart like money is no object.

“Ooh, look at these!” She holds up a set of hand-painted ceramic coasters. “They’d be perfect for that reclaimed wood coffee table Marcus has.”

I hesitate, running my fingers over the intricate floral design. They’re absolutely stunning, but the price tag gives me pause.

“I don’t know, Ruby. They’re pretty expensive.”

Ruby rolls her eyes, plucking the coasters out of my hands and adding them to the cart.

“So what? Marcus gave you his credit card for a reason. He wants you to make his place feel like yours. Didn’t he say so himself?”

I bite my lip, guilt twisting in my stomach. She’s right, of course.

When Marcus handed me his AmEx this morning, he’d told me to get whatever I wanted. No limit. The man never even glances at price tags. It’s one of the many things I’m still getting used to in our relationship.

“Lainey, come on. Live a little!” Ruby bumps her hip against mine, jarring me out of my thoughts. “You’re not just playing house anymore. This is your home now, too. You deserve to make it feel like your own personal oasis.”

She reaches past me to grab a set of luxurious silk pillowcases in a rich, jewel-toned emerald green.

“Can’t you just picture these on Marcus’s bed? Talk about taking things to the next level.”

Ruby waggles her eyebrows suggestively and I feel my cheeks flush. She’s not wrong. Those pillowcases would look incredible against the dark wood of Marcus’s headboard. I can practically feel the smooth silk beneath my skin already, cool and inviting after a long day.

“Okay, okay, you’ve convinced me,” I relent with a laugh, taking the pillowcases from her and draping them over the growing pile of items in our cart. “But if Marcus has a heart attack when he sees the credit card bill, I’m blaming you.”

Ruby scoffs, waving a dismissive hand. “Please, that man is so gone for you, he’d buy out this entire store if you asked him to.”

I can’t help but smile at that, warmth blooming in my chest. It’s true. Marcus has made it abundantly clear that he wants me to feel completely at home in his space. Our space. And little by little, I’m starting to get there.

As we continue to wind our way through the store, I let myself get lost in the thrill of it all. The plush throw rugs and cozy knit blankets. The glimmering copper cookware and artfully crafted serving dishes. Each item feels like a small piece of a puzzle, slowly but surely coming together to create a picture of the life Marcus and I are building.

By the time we reach the checkout counter, our cart is piled high with treasures. The total on the register makes my stomach drop for a moment, but I swallow back the anxiety and hand over Marcus’s credit card with a smile.

Ruby helps me load the bags into my car, and as we slide into our seats, she turns to me with a curious expression.

“So, be honest. How does it feel to be living with your very own mountain man? Do you feel at home yet?”

I pause, considering the question. “I’m getting there,” I admit. “It’s a big adjustment, but Marcus makes it easy. He’s so thoughtful, always going out of his way to make sure I’m comfortable.”

I fiddle with the hem of my shirt, a flicker of guilt sparking in my chest. “I do miss you though. And Spike.”

“Stop that right now.” Ruby squeezes my arm. “We’re fine. Spike’s living his best life. He’s even claimed your old reading nook as his new basking spot. Plus, he’s a better roommate than my last three dates combined.”

I wince. “That bad?”

“Worse.” She rolls her eyes. “The latest one showed up wearing cargo shorts and started mansplaining tattoo art to me. In my own shop.”

“No.”

“Oh yes. Then he tried to convince me that his badly drawn tribal design was ‘deeply meaningful’ and that I just ‘didn’t understand art. At least Spike appreciates my artistic vision. And he doesn’t text me at 2 AM asking if I want to ‘hang out.’”

I shake my head in disbelief as Ruby recounts her latest dating disaster. “I don’t know how you put up with it. I’d have kicked him out the second he started mansplaining.”

“Oh, believe me, I was tempted.” Ruby laughs. “But then I remembered I have a business to run. Can’t exactly go around assaulting potential clients, no matter how much they might deserve it.”

We chat and laugh as I navigate the busy streets and before long, I’m pulling up in front of Ruby’s tattoo shop. The storefront is painted a glossy black, with Ruby’s distinctive scrolling logo emblazoned over the door in metallic gold leaf. Large plate glass windows offer a glimpse inside the studio, where Ruby’s artwork covers nearly every available surface.

I put the car in park and turn to face Ruby. “Thanks again for today. I really needed this.”

“Anytime, babe.” Ruby reaches over to tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “You know I’m always here for you.” Her green eyes sparkle with affection as she gathers up her purse and shopping bags. “Don’t be a stranger, okay? And tell that mountain man of yours I expect an invite to dinner soon. I need to make sure he’s treating my girl right.”

“I will, I promise.” I lean over to hug her tightly, breathing in the familiar scent of her jasmine perfume. “Love you, girlie.”

“Love you too. Now go on, get out of here. Go play house with your sexy lumberjack.” She winks at me as she slides out of the car, her vibrant hair gleaming under the autumn sun.

I’m just pulling away from the curb when my phone starts buzzing in the cupholder. I glance down at the screen, expecting to see Marcus’s name, but it’s an unknown number. Frowning, I hit the button on my steering wheel to answer the call.

“Hello?”

“Hey, kiddo.”

My heart stops.

“Derrick?” I grip the phone tighter, moving further from Ruby. “How are you calling me right now? This isn’t the prison number.”

“That’s because I’m not in prison anymore.” Music pulses in the background, mixed with the clink of bottles and bursts of male laughter. “I did a favor for a friend. He got out early on good behavior,” Derrick says, his voice nearly drowned out by the raucous noise in the background. “Surprised you, didn’t I?”

I pull over to the side of the road, my hands shaking as I put the car in park. “That’s one word for it.”

A thousand emotions swirl through me at once. Shock, disbelief, a flicker of cautious joy. It’s been three long years since I’ve seen my brother outside of a prison visitation room. Three years of collect calls and carefully censored letters, of missing him so much it feels like a physical ache.

But beneath the initial rush of happiness, there’s an undercurrent of anxiety. Of fear. Because as much as I love my brother, I know the kind of trouble he can get into. The kind of danger he attracts.

“I stopped by the diner looking for you,” Derrick says, jarring me out of my spiraling thoughts. “Wanted to surprise my baby sister. But Joe said you weren’t in today.”

“No, I...I had some errands to run.” I pick at a loose thread on my jeans, trying to steady my racing heart. “I didn’t know you were getting out.”

“Yeah, well, I wanted it to be a surprise.” He pauses, and I can practically hear the grin in his voice. “Listen, why don’t you come down to the clubhouse? We’re throwing a little welcome home party.”

My stomach drops. Every instinct screams that this is a bad idea.

“I don’t know, Derrick...”

“Come on, Lainey-girl.” His voice softens, and suddenly, I’m ten years old again, crying over a scraped knee while he bandages it. “Three years is a long time. I missed you. Missed my sister.”

I close my eyes. Marcus would never forgive me for going anywhere near the Kings. Everything I know about them screams danger. But the lost little girl in me, the one who still remembers when Derrick was her hero, whispers louder.

I sigh. “What time?”

“That’s my girl. Come by around three. I’ll text you the address.”

“Okay. I’ll see you then.”
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The Southside Kings clubhouse looms at the end of a desolate road on the outskirts of town.

Rusted barbed wire crowns the towering chain link fence surrounding the sprawling property. The crumbling sidewalk leading to the entrance is littered with cigarette butts and shards of broken beer bottles that glint menacingly in the late afternoon sun.

I pull my car to a stop outside the ominous black gates and cut the engine.

With trembling fingers, I pull out my phone and check for any messages from Marcus.

Nothing.

Part of me hopes he’ll somehow sense where I am, that he’ll call and give me an excuse not to go through with this. But the screen stays blank and accusing. I’m on my own.

I’m just about to shove my phone back in my pocket when movement near the clubhouse catches my eye. A figure detaches from the shadows by the door and starts toward me, his stride loose and predatory. Panic seizes in my chest for a split second before I recognize my brother’s familiar gait.

But as Derrick draws closer, I realize just how much he’s changed. Prison has hardened him, sharpening the angles of his face and adding new tattoos to his skin. .

I take a deep breath and step out of the car, my legs feeling shaky as I make my way toward him. Derrick meets me halfway, his face splitting into a grin that’s achingly familiar despite the changes.

“There she is,” he says, pulling me into a tight hug. His arms are more muscular than I remember, his chest broader. He smells like cigarettes and cheap beer, with an underlying hint of something sharper.

“Hey, big brother,” I murmur into his shoulder, my throat tight with emotion. “Welcome home.”

Derrick releases me, holding me at arm’s length to look me over.

“Look at you. All grown up.”

His gaze lingers on my face, and for a moment, I see a flicker of the old Derrick, the one who used to chase away my nightmares and sneak me extra dessert.

Then it’s gone, replaced by the hardened stranger with the prison tattoos.

“Come on, let’s get inside,” he says. “The boys are dying to meet you.”

He slings an arm around my shoulders and steers me toward the clubhouse. As we step through the doors, the thudding bass of music hits me like a physical blow. The main room is dim and hazy with smoke, packed wall to wall with leather-clad men and scantily clad women.

As we weave through the crowd, Derrick stops to exchange greetings and backslapping hugs with several men. He introduces me briefly, but the names and faces blur together in the smoky haze.

Finally, he guides me to a booth in the back corner, the cracked vinyl seats worn and sticky beneath my jeans.

“So,” Derrick says as we slide into opposite sides. “Tell me everything. What’s new with you?”

I shrug, fiddling with a cardboard coaster on the scarred tabletop. “Not much. Just working at the diner, same as always.”

Derrick nods, signaling to a passing prospect for two beers. “And you’re still living with Ruby?”

“Actually, no.” I hesitate, unsure how much to reveal. “I recently moved in with someone.”

Derrick’s eyebrows shoot up. “Oh yeah? Anyone I know?”

I shake my head quickly. “No, he’s...new in town.”

The prospect returns with our drinks, and I take a long swig of the cheap beer to avoid my brother’s probing gaze. As the cold liquid slides down my throat, I gather my nerve.

“So, this friend of yours,” I say carefully. “The one who helped you get out early. Who is he?”

Derrick’s eyes shutter, his easy grin fading. “No one you need to worry about.”

I sigh, setting my beer down with a thunk. “Derrick, come on. You can’t just show up out of the blue after three years and expect me not to have questions.”

Derrick runs a hand over his close-cropped hair, his jaw clenching. “I told you, it’s not important. What matters is that I’m out and we’re together again. Just like old times.”

He flashes me a charming grin, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I study his face, trying to reconcile this hardened man with the brother I remember.

“Actually, speaking of old times,” Derrick says, leaning back in the booth with a calculating look, “have you ever thought about selling the diner?”

I blink, taken aback by the abrupt change in topic. “What? No, of course not. That diner is our family’s legacy.”

Derrick waves a dismissive hand.

“Sure, sure. But think about it, sis. That place is a money pit. Always has been. You’re young, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Why waste it slaving away in that greasy spoon?”

I bristle at his description. “It’s not a waste. The diner is important to me, Derrick. To our family. I’m not just going to sell it off to the highest bidder.”

“And I get that, I do,” he says, his voice slipping into that persuasive tone I remember from childhood. The one that always preceded him talking me into something reckless. “But at least hear me out. I’ve got this friend, a business associate. He’s always looking for new investment opportunities. I think you two should meet.”

A chill slides down my spine despite the stuffy heat of the clubhouse.

“Derrick, I’m not interested in selling to one of your ‘business associates.’ I don’t even want to know what kind of business he’s in.” I slide off the bar stool, needing to escape before whatever’s about to happen starts. “Listen, I should go. I have some errands to run.”

“Hold up.” Derrick’s hand catches my arm, his grip firmer than necessary. He glances around before lowering his voice. “You wouldn’t happen to have any cash you could spare? Just to tide me over until I get things sorted?”

My stomach drops. Of course. Three years, and this is what he really wanted.

“Actually, I don’t.”

“Come on, kiddo.” His fingers tighten slightly. “I’m family. Just a couple hundred to get me started?”

I think about the stack of unpaid bills in my office drawer. About the repairs the diner needs. About Dad’s face the last time Derrick asked him for money.

“I’m sorry, Derrick. I really can’t.”

Something cold flashes in his eyes before he masks it with a smile that doesn’t reach them.

“No worries, baby sis. Forget I asked.” His hand drops from my arm. “I’ll figure something out.”

The way he says it makes my skin crawl. He’s already turning away, calling out to someone named Blade, but I can’t shake the feeling that this conversation isn’t really over.


FOURTEEN
MARCUS


“You went where?” I growl, my fists clenching at my sides.

Lainey flinches. “Marcus, please calm down.”

“I am calm,” I snap, even as I feel my blood pressure skyrocketing. “What I am not is okay you going to the Southside Kings clubhouse without me!”

It’s Thursday night and we’re in my cabin’s kitchen. I’m pacing back and forth, trying to process the fact that Lainey just told me that her brother is out of prison and that she went to a motorcycle clubhouse alone.

“And why the hell is Derrick even out?” I demand, running a hand through my hair. “He had at least two more years on his sentence.”

Lainey sighs, leaning against the counter. “Good behavior, apparently. I was as surprised as you are.”

“Good behavior my ass,” I mutter. “Did any of the guys say anything to you? Touch you?”

Lainey shakes her head.

“No, nothing like that. Derrick and I just talked. Then things felt weird, so I left.”

I consider her words, my mind racing.

I’ve been trying my best not to comment on Lainey’s relationship with her brother. I know it’s complicated and messy, especially with Derrick’s criminal history. And I get that he’s family, that you can’t just cut ties, no matter what they’ve done.

But now things have changed.

With Derrick out of prison, all my protective instincts are on high alert. I can’t just stand by and let her walk into potential danger, family or not.

“You need to stay away from Derrick,” I say firmly.

Lainey’s eyes widen. “What? But Marcus, he’s my brother.”

“I don’t care. Stay away from him.”

“You can’t just order me to cut off my family.”

“I can when that family is dangerous. Derrick’s bad news, Lainey.”

“But what if he’s changed?” she asks, a note of hope in her voice that makes my chest ache. “Prison could have straightened him out.”

“I don’t care if he’s changed or not,” I tell her. “Stay away from him. I mean it.”

Lainey’s eyes flash with anger. “You can’t control who I see. You’re not the boss of me.”

Something inside me snaps at her defiant words. A possessive, primal urge surges through my veins like wildfire.

In an instant, I’m crowding into Lainey’s space, towering over her. My hands fist in her silky hair, tugging just hard enough to tilt her head back. Her startled gasp echoes in the charged air between us.

“I can do whatever I want,” I growl. “And I said stay away from your brother. Do you understand me?”

Lainey’s breath hitches. Then she nods.

“Yes.” Her tongue darts out to wet her plump lower lip. “I understand.”

As she holds my gaze, something heated flares in the stormy depths of her eyes. A knowing glint.

“You know,” she murmurs, a coy smile playing at the corners of her mouth, “you’re kinda sexy when you get all growly and protective like this.”

My cock twitches at her words.

“You think this is funny?” I demand. “Joking about your safety, you think that’s amusing?”

Lainey giggles, a breathy, kittenish sound that shoots straight to my cock. Her eyes sparkle with mischief and uninhibited desire.

“Maybe a little.” She runs a single fingertip down the center of my chest. “It’s kind of hot.”

I capture her wandering hand. “You’re already on thin ice, baby. Don’t make it worse.”

She tilts her chin up and holds my gaze. “Maybe I want to make it worse.”

Fuck.

I’m painfully hard now, and the need to possess her, to claim every inch of her soft skin, is nearly overwhelming.

“Take off my jeans,” I command.

Lainey complies instantly. Her nimble fingers make quick work of my belt buckle. She flicks open the button of my fly and drags my zipper down with deliberate slowness, her eyes never leaving mine.

Then she’s pushing my jeans and boxer briefs down over my hips, freeing my thick erection. It springs up toward my navel, hard and heavy, the swollen head already glistening with precum.

A hint of nerves flickers across her face.

“Don’t act surprised now, baby.” I thread my fingers through her silky hair. “You knew exactly what you were getting into riling me up like that.” I tip her head back and tap the head of my cock on her chin. “Now open.”

Lainey looks up at me and smirks. Then she parts her soft pink lips and takes me into the wet heat of her mouth.

A groan tears from my throat at the sensation of her tongue swirling around my sensitive tip. She sucks me deeper, her hand coming up to wrap around the base of my shaft.

It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, this sweet angel on her knees for me, eagerly swallowing down my cock. She starts to move her other hand between her thighs, but I tug sharply on her hair.

“No touching yourself,” I command gruffly. “I want you completely focused on me. On making me feel good with that pretty mouth.”

Lainey whimpers around my length but obediently returns both hands to my thighs. She doubles her efforts, taking me so deep I feel the back of her throat.

She pulls back to catch her breath, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock. It’s obscenely erotic.

“You taste so good,” she purrs before swallowing me down again.

My head falls back as I lose myself to the blissful sensations. The wet glide of her lips, the teasing flicks of her tongue, the warm suction every time she pulls back.

“That’s it, baby. Just like that,” I praise breathlessly, my grip on her hair tightening. “Take what you wanted so badly.”

Lainey moans around my thickness, the vibrations making my balls draw up tight. She works my shaft with single-minded focus, driven by her own desire to please me, to push me over the edge.

“Fuck.” My jaw clenches as the pressure builds, a tight coil in my gut winding tighter and tighter. “Lainey,” I grit out, my voice low and rough, barely recognizable. “Stop.”

She doesn’t.

Her lips tighten around me, her tongue working in a way that makes my knees threaten to buckle. My hand fists in her hair and I yank her head back again. “I said stop.”

Her eyes flick up to mine. They’re wide and blue and fucking innocent, like she’s not driving me out of my goddamn mind.

Then she pulls back just enough to murmur, “Why?”

The word is soft and teasing, and it’s all I can do not to lose it right there.

“Because,” I growl, my breath coming harder now, “if you don’t, I’m going to⁠—”

She cuts me off by taking me deeper, her throat opening around me, and I swear my vision blurs.

“Lainey,” I warn, but there’s no force behind it anymore.

Her hands slide up my thighs, warm and steady, and she doesn’t stop. Doesn’t even slow down. If anything, she’s more determined now, her movements deliberate, her mouth hot and wet and perfect.

“You’re gonna regret this,” I mutter, but even I know it’s a lie. 

I’m already too far gone, my body betraying me, my resolve crumbling with every stroke of her tongue. Her eyes stay locked on mine, wide and unblinking, like she’s daring me to give her everything. 

And I do. 

My hand tightens in her hair, holding her there as I spill into her mouth, my body shuddering with the force of it. She swallows, her throat working around me, and I groan, my knees nearly buckling.

When I finally let go of her hair, she sits back on her heels and wipes the back of her mouth with her hands.

There’s a flicker of something in her eyes—pride, maybe, or satisfaction—and it sends a jolt through me. She’s not shy about this. Not apologetic. And that, more than anything, makes me want her all over again.

“You’re a menace,” I mutter, still catching my breath.

A small smile plays on her lips. “You didn’t seem to mind.”

“That’s not the point.” I reach down and brush a strand of hair from her face. My fingers linger on her cheek, tracing the curve of her jaw. “You’re supposed to listen when I tell you to stop.”

“You didn’t really want me to.”

I grunt, because she’s right, and I hate that she knows me that well.

But I’m not letting her off that easy.

“That’s not the point. You don’t get to decide when I’ve had enough.”

“Maybe I like pushing your buttons.”

I don’t give her a warning.

I haul her up to her feet in one swift motion, my hands gripping her waist. A surprised gasp escapes her lips as I carry her over to the couch, sit down and drape her across my lap in one fluid movement.

She squirms against me, her ass pressing deliciously against my already reawakening cock.

“Marcus, what are you doing?”

“You wanted to push my buttons, baby? Well, now you’re going to take the consequences.”

I run my hand over the swell of her ass, savoring the way she shivers under my touch. “What are your colors, Lainey?”

“Green for good, yellow for slow down, red for stop.”

“Good girl.” I squeeze one ass cheek, relishing the soft flesh filling my palm. “I’m going to give you fifteen spanks. You’re going to count each one out loud. Understand?”

She nods, her body already trembling with anticipation. “Yes, sir.”

Fuck, I love when she calls me that. It sends a surge of primal satisfaction through my veins, making my cock throb against the cleft of her ass.

I raise my hand and bring it down on her right cheek, the sharp smack echoing in the heated air. Lainey jerks and lets out a soft cry.

“One!”

I rub the slight sting away before delivering another spank, this time to her left cheek. The sight of my handprint blooming on her creamy skin makes my balls tighten.

“Two,” she gasps out, squirming on my lap. I can feel the heat of her core against my thigh, can practically smell her arousal.

I set a steady rhythm, alternating cheeks, savoring each breathy count and whimper that falls from her lips. By the time we reach eight, she’s writhing shamelessly, grinding her pussy against my leg, seeking friction.

“None of that, baby,” I scold mildly, stilling her hips with my free hand. “You’ll come when I let you and not before.”

She whines in the back of her throat but obediently stills, her hands fisting in the couch cushions.

I reward her with a particularly sharp spank, watching in satisfaction as she arches and cries out, “Nine!”

Her ass is a beautiful shade of pink now, warm and sensitive under my palm as I soothe the tender skin. I can feel her body reacting, her arousal dampening my jeans, her breathing growing more and more labored with each count.

“Thirteen! Fourteen!” She’s practically sobbing by the end, her voice high and tight, her entire body wound up like a coil ready to spring.

I pause, rubbing my hand over her thoroughly spanked ass, waiting until her breathing evens out a bit. Then, I raise my hand and deliver the final blow, putting a bit of extra force behind it.

The sharp crack rings out in the room and Lainey jerks hard, a choked cry falling from her lips.

“Fifteen,” she sobs out. Her body is shaking now and sweat mists her flushed skin.

“That’s my good girl,” I praise as I caress her pink, heated flesh. “You took your punishment so well, baby. I’m proud of you.”

She lets out a shuddering breath and goes limp over my lap, all the tension draining from her muscles. I keep stroking her sensitive skin, gentling her as she floats in that blissful post-spanking headspace.

“Color?” I check in, needing to be sure.

“Green,” she mumbles, her voice hazy and content. “So green.”

I smile, warmth and affection unfurling in my chest.

“You’re so beautiful like this,” I murmur reverently, trailing my fingers up the dip of her spine. “My strong, gorgeous girl. You’re perfect.”

She hums softly and nuzzles into the couch cushion, basking in the praise. I give her a moment to float, knowing she needs to come down a bit.

But my own need is like a living thing inside me, hot and urgent, demanding to lay claim to what’s mine. My cock is painfully hard, pressing insistently against her belly.

I slip my hand between her thighs, groaning when I find her absolutely drenched.

“Fuck, baby. You’re so wet.” I circle her swollen clit, making her hips twitch. “You liked that, didn’t you? Having your ass spanked red, knowing you’re going to feel me every time you sit down tomorrow?”

“Yes,” she sighs.

My cock throbs at her admission, at the desperation in her voice. I circle her clit with the pads of my fingers, making her gasp and buck against my hand. “Do you want to come, baby? Have you earned it?”

“Please,” she begs shamelessly, grinding against my touch. “Please, I need it. I’ll be good, I promise.”

I chuckle darkly and withdraw my hand, ignoring her bereft whine.

“We’ll see about that. Up.”

She scrambles off my lap on shaky legs, looking at me with lust-hazed eyes. I stand and grab her by the hips, turning her to face the couch.

“Bend over.”

Lainey braces her elbows on the back of the couch, arching so her spanked ass is on perfect display. I kick her feet apart and step between her spread thighs, running my hands reverently over her body.

“Fuck, you’re perfect,” I growl, gripping handfuls of her sweet ass. “Can’t believe you’re mine.”

With one hard thrust, I bury myself to the hilt inside her, groaning at the tight clench of her pussy around me. Lainey cries out, her back bowing as her hands scrabble for purchase on the leather.

I set a punishing pace, snapping my hips against her sore ass with every stroke.

My eyes drift to the mirror on the opposite wall and I groan at the sight that greets me.

Lainey’s face is flushed and slack with pleasure, her mouth fallen open on a silent cry. Her pert breasts bounce with every harsh snap of my hips. But it’s the wrecked look in her eyes that really undoes me, pupils blown wide and hazy with lust as she watches me take her.

“Look at us,” I command roughly, tugging on her hair until her eyes flutter open and lock with mine in the mirror. “Watch how good I fuck this bratty attitude right out of you.”

Lainey moans, her gaze riveted to where my thick cock disappears into her dripping pussy over and over. I can tell from the flush on her chest and the desperate pitch of her cries that she’s getting close.

“You like watching me fuck you?” I punctuate the question with a sharp thrust that makes her yelp. “Like seeing how deep I stretch this greedy little cunt?”

“Yes, Marcus, fuck!” Her head falls forward, but I yank it back up.

“Eyes on the mirror,” I growl. “I want you to watch yourself come on my cock.”

Lainey keens, her slick inner muscles starting to flutter around me. I pound into her harder, feeling my own release barreling down my spine.

“Come on, baby. Let me feel this pussy milk my cock.” I reach around to circle her swollen clit and her entire body seizes up. “Give it to me, Lainey. Now.”

My command is all it takes.

Lainey shatters with a ragged scream, her pussy spasming wildly as she drenches my thrusting length. The rhythmic clutch of her silky walls drags me over the edge with her and I empty myself inside her with a guttural groan, hips jerking erratically as I fill her with my release.

We stay locked together for a long moment after, chests heaving, sweat cooling on our skin. I brush tender kisses across her shoulder blades as she shivers through the aftershocks. Finally, I ease out of her, my softening cock slipping free of her tender flesh.

Turning her gently in my arms, I cup Lainey’s flushed face in my hands, thumbs stroking over her cheekbones.

Her eyes are glassy and unfocused, face slack with sated bliss. I can’t help but feel a surge of purely male satisfaction seeing her like this.

Thoroughly debauched and pliant.

And all that stubborn sass fucked right out of her.


FIFTEEN
LAINEY


“You can’t block my road with your robber again,” Ruby throws a handful of popcorn at Axel. “That’s like the third time!”

“What can I say?” Axel grins as he places the black piece directly in front of Ruby’s longest road. “All’s fair in love and Catan. Maybe if you hadn’t stolen that wheat port from me earlier, you wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Ruby narrows her eyes. “Oh, I’ll steal more than a wheat port if you don’t move that robber, Ruins. Don’t test me.”

She grabs another handful of popcorn and chucks it at him, but he ducks, laughing as it scatters across the floor.

It’s Saturday night, and Ruby, Axel, and I are at Axel’s fancy new apartment in downtown Cooper Hills playing Settlers of Catan. His band is on a break from touring, so he invited us over to hang out and catch up. But, like always, the friendly game has taken a competitive turn.

“Your turn, Lainey,” Ruby says, still glaring at Axel. “Please tell me you have a knight card to move his stupid robber.”

I place the robber on Axel’s wheat hex, and he groans dramatically.

“What the hell, Lainey! I thought we were friends.”

“Friends don’t hoard all the wheat.” I shoot back.

“You know what, I’m feeling very attacked right now,” Axel grumbles, throwing his cards down on the table. “I need a snack.”

“Ooh, I want some of those jalapeño chips you always have stocked!” Ruby exclaims.

“And can I get a LaCroix?” I add. “The passion fruit one if you have it.”

Axel sighs and gives us a look. “Anything else, your majesties? Should I fetch your royal slippers too while I’m at it?”

“Well, if you’re offering...” I tease with a grin.

He rolls his eyes but heads to the kitchen. A few minutes later, he returns and unceremoniously drops a bag of chips in front of Ruby and hands me a can of passion fruit LaCroix.

“I hope you two appreciate my gracious hospitality,” Axel says as he settles back into his chair. “Especially considering how cutthroat you’re being with this game. I’m wounded, truly.”

Ruby waves him off, already popping open the bag of chips.

“Oh hush, you know you love us. And besides, you’ve been ruthless all night. We’re just playing your game.”

I nod in agreement and take a sip of my drink, but my eyes drift to the expansive window next to us.

Axel notices my wandering gaze. “Like what you see?” he asks with a playful wink.

I roll my eyes but can’t suppress a smile.

“The view is alright, I guess. If you’re into that whole ‘rooms bigger than my entire apartment’ aesthetic.”

“Hey, I offered you the guest room anytime,” he reminds me. “Mi casa es tu casa and all that.”

“Tempting, but I think I’ll stick with my cozy shoebox for now.”

Although technically, I don’t live in my shoebox apartment anymore. But I don’t tell Axel that.

“It’s nice having the gang back together.” Ruby pops a jalapeño chip into her mouth and crunches loudly. “Feels like old times, doesn’t it?”

I nod thoughtfully, my mind drifting to memories of late nights just like this back in high school. The three of us huddled together on the couch, trash talking each other over board games and gorging ourselves on junk food. Back before life got so complicated. Before I...well, before a lot of things.

“Speaking of old times,” Axel says, leaning forward with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Guess who just got hired to play at Lorena Castellano’s wedding?”

Ruby nearly chokes on a chip. “Shut up, Lorena Castellano from high school? The mafia princess?”

Axel grins. “The very same.”

“Wow, Axel, that’s huge!” Ruby says. “Lorena’s wedding is going to be the event of the year.”

“And I haven’t even told you both the best part.” Axel’s grin widens. “You two are invited to the wedding too.”

My stomach drops. “Wait, what?”

“Yeah, I told Lorena that I wouldn’t play unless she invited my two best friends. And she agreed.”

Ruby’s eyes widen. “Holy shit, really?”

Axel nods. “Really.”

“I’m so in!” Ruby exclaims. “This is going to be epic. Lainey, please tell me you’re coming.”

I force a smile, trying to hide the dread pooling in my gut.

Although I’m excited for Axel and his band, my mind immediately jumps to Marcus. He’s going to lose his mind when he finds out I’m planning to attend a wedding hosted by someone he clearly considers dangerous. But what can I say to Axel?

Sorry, I can’t support your big break because I’m secretly dating your dad and he has some intense history with the father of the bride?

The absurdity of my situation hits me all at once.

I’m trapped between wanting to be there for my friend and knowing this news will send Marcus into full protective mode.

I force myself to smile and say, “Um, yeah, of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Gosh, I can’t believe that Lorena is getting married,” Ruby says. “It feels like just yesterday we were all sitting in Mr. Hargrove’s chemistry class.”

“Are you kidding? Lorena’s been planning her wedding since second grade,” Axel says with a smirk. “Her marriage has basically been arranged since birth. You know how those mafia families are.”

Ruby shakes her head. “I could never do that. Marry someone I barely know just because my family says so.”

“Aw come on, Ruby. We all know you act all independent, but deep down you’re just waiting for a man to come along and tell you what to do.” Axel winks at her playfully.

Ruby throws a chip at him. “Hard pass. I’m no one’s arm candy or broodmare, thank you very much.”

Axel laughs then Axel turns to me, his eyes locking onto mine in that way that always makes me feel like he can see straight through me.

“What about you, Lainey?” he asks casually.

I swallow hard. “What about me?”

“Your love life,” Axel says, leaning back with that easy grin of his. “Anything interesting going on?”

I take a sip of my drink, hoping it’ll buy me time to think of something to say. But Axel’s gaze doesn’t waver, and Ruby is that one friend you can never look at when things are serious, because her facial expressions give everything away.

“Nope,” I say quickly, shaking my head. “Nothing going on there.”

Ruby lets out a snort and I shoot her a warning look.

“Really?” Axel tilts his head, studying me like he knows I’m holding something back. “Nothing at all? You’re telling me you haven’t been swept off your feet by some rugged mountain man or something?”

I nearly choke, coughing into my hand as my mind immediately goes to Marcus. His strong hands, his deep voice, the way he looks at me like he wants to devour me whole.

“No. No mountain men in my life,” I manage to say once I catch my breath. I decide to change the subject. “Just dealing with my brother. He got let of prison on good behavior.”

Axel’s eyebrows shoot up. “Wait, what? Derrick’s out?”

I sigh. “Yeah. He got out a few weeks ago.”

“I thought he had two more years left.”

Ruby snorts. “We all did.”

Axel whistles low under his breath. “Damn. How’s he doing? Is he, you know, staying out of trouble?”

I bite my lip. “I mean, he’s trying. Or at least that’s what he says. But you know how he is. He always got some scheme or another brewing.”

“Please tell me he’s not working at the diner.”

“Thankfully, no,” I say quickly. “He’s back running with his old crew. And apparently, he’s got some new business idea he wants to tell me about.”

Axel lets out a sharp laugh. “Sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.”

“Yeah,” I mutter. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

The room falls quiet for a moment, the weight of everything hanging between us. Ruby shifts uncomfortably in her seat, and Axel reaches across the table, his hand covering mine.

“Hey,” he says softly, his voice gentler than before. “If you need anything—if you need help dealing with him—you know I’ve got your back, right?”

I look up at him, surprised by the sincerity in his eyes.

For all the history between us—for all the messy, complicated feelings we still haven’t fully untangled—there’s something comforting about knowing he’s still here. Still cares.

“Thanks,” I say quietly, squeezing his hand before pulling mine away. “I might take you up on that.”

He nods, leaning back in his chair again, but his gaze stays on me for a beat too long before he finally looks away.

The conversation shifts to lighter topics after that. Ruby starts rambling about some new guy she met at the gym and Axel tells us about his latest groupie conquest. But my mind keeps drifting back to my brother and whatever mess he’s inevitably getting himself into this time.

And then there’s Marcus.

Always Marcus.

I don’t know which one scares me more.
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Later that night, I push open the door to the cabin, the familiar creak of the hinges like a welcome home. Marcus is already there, standing in the kitchen with his back to me, his broad shoulders filling out that flannel shirt I love so much.

He turns as I step inside, and his eyes lock onto mine with that intensity that always makes my stomach flip.

“There you are,” he growls.

Marcus crosses the room in a few strides, and before I can even set my bag down, his hands are on my hips, pulling me into him. His lips crash against mine in a kiss that’s possessive and hungry, like he’s been starving for me all day.

He pulls back just enough to look at me, his thumbs brushing over my cheeks. “I missed you today,” he murmurs against my mouth.

My heart squeezes in my chest. Being here with him, wrapped up in his arms—it feels right in a way I can’t even begin to describe. Like coming home after being lost for so long.

I melt into him, my hands sliding up his chest to grip the front of his shirt. “I missed you too.”

“How was game night?”

“It was good. Ruby was her usual chaotic self, and Axel was there.”

Marcus’s expression shifts slightly at the mention of his son, but he doesn’t let go of me.

“Yeah? How’s he doing?”

I shrug, trying to keep it casual.

“He’s good. He just moved into a new apartment downtown. It’s really nice, actually. Lots of space and a great view.”

Marcus nods, but I can see the tension in his jaw. “Good. I’m glad he’s doing well for himself.”

I bite my lip, knowing I need to tell him the rest. “So, something else happened. Axel got hired to play at Lorena Castellano’s wedding. He invited me and Ruby to go.”

Marcus goes completely still. His hands tighten on my hips, and I watch that muscle in his jaw flex.

“Lorena Castellano. Enzo’s daughter.”

“I know what you’re thinking. But Marcus, she’s not like him at all. I went to school with her.”

“Baby, you don’t understand what Enzo is capable of.” His voice roughens. “The things I’ve seen him do.”

“Look, I get it. He scares you.” I touch Marcus’s face, feeling the tension in his jaw. “But this is his daughter’s wedding. Plus, Lorena was always super sweet in high school. She actually stood up for us when other popular kids were being mean to Ruby. She even came to watch Axel’s terrible garage band practice.”

“That doesn’t change anything about her father.”

“This could be huge for Axel, though. Lorena has like two million followers now. Her wedding is going to be everywhere.” I press closer, needing him to understand. “But if you really think it’s not safe, I won’t go.”

Marcus’s thumb strokes over my hip as he thinks. “Reign knows the owner of Fit Mountain Resort. We could probably get the security contract for the wedding.”

“Wait, really?”

“Yeah. Which means I’ll be there.” His voice drops lower. “Making sure nothing happens to you.”

Relief floods through me. “You’d do that?”

“Baby, I’d do anything to keep you safe.” His grip tightens possessively. “And having eyes on that entire event means making sure you stay right where I can see you.”

The possessive edge in his voice sends heat through my body even as guilt churns in my stomach. Here I am, melting at his touch while keeping secrets from Axel. Still pretending nothing’s going on between us.

“We need to tell him soon,” I whisper. “I hate lying. Sneaking around. It feels wrong.”

Marcus brushes his thumb over my cheekbone, his gaze softening.

“I know, baby. I hate it too. And if you’re ready, we can tell the world. I’m not afraid of what anyone thinks.”

I suck in a shaky breath. He makes it sound so simple. So easy. But it’s not.

“Axel will never forgive us,” I say quietly. “You’re his dad. And I’m...I’m me. His ex-girlfriend. His childhood best friend. It’ll destroy him.”

Marcus is quiet for a long moment, his jaw working as he stares down at me. I can practically see the war raging behind his eyes--the push and pull between what he wants and what he knows is right.

“Then we wait,” he says finally. “Until you’re ready. Until we figure out how to do this without blowing up our lives in the process.”

I nod, blinking back the sudden sting of tears. “Okay. We wait.”

He leans down, pressing his forehead to mine.

“I’m not going anywhere, Lainey. I’m in this. I’m all in. No matter how fucking complicated it gets.”

I close my eyes, letting his words wash over me. Letting myself believe, just for a moment, that everything will be okay. That we’ll find a way through this mess we’ve made.

“I know,” I whisper. “I’m all in too.”

And I am. Despite the guilt, despite the fear and uncertainty. I’m in this. With him. Whatever that means.

Marcus’s hands slide down to my ass and he squeezes, pulling me flush against him. I can feel how hard he is already, straining against his jeans.

“Alright, enough talking,” he growls, nipping at my bottom lip. “I want you naked. Now.”

A shiver runs through me at the command in his voice. This is the Marcus I can’t resist. The one who takes control, who makes me forget about everything else but the way he makes me feel.

I let out a breathless laugh, my hands sliding up his chest. “Geez, you have quite the stamina for an old man,” I tease, my fingers toying with the buttons of his flannel. “What’s your secret? Yoga? Kale smoothies?”

His eyes heat instantly, that dominant edge I’ve come to crave flashing in his gaze.

“Old man, huh?” He steps closer, crowding me until my back hits the wall. “I’ll show you an old man.”

Before I can even respond, he scoops me up effortlessly. I let out a surprised squeal, wrapping my arms around his neck as he carries me down the hall to the bedroom. His strength never fails to make me feel small and safe, like nothing in the world could touch me when I’m in his arms.

He kicks the door shut behind us and drops me onto the bed with a bounce. I barely have time to catch my breath before he’s on top of me, his weight pressing me into the mattress. His beard scratches against my neck as he nips and kisses his way up to my ear.

“You think I’m old?” His voice a rough whisper that sends a thrill through me.

I bite my lip, trying to suppress a grin. “Well, you do have some gray in your beard.”

He chuckles darkly, his hands sliding under my shirt to grip my waist. “And yet you’re the one squirming like a teenager every time I touch you.”

I gasp as his fingers trail higher, brushing against the underside of my breasts.

“That’s because you know exactly what you’re doing,” I breathe, arching into his touch.

“Damn right I do.”

He pulls my shirt over my head and tossing it aside. His eyes rake over me hungrily before he leans down to capture my lips in a searing kiss. It’s possessive and demanding, just like him, and it leaves me dizzy with want.

When he breaks the kiss, he sits back on his heels and starts unbuttoning his flannel with deliberate slowness.

My eyes follow every movement as he reveals more of that broad chest covered in tattoos and scars. There’s something about the way he carries himself—confident and in control—that makes my heart race.

“Don’t move,” he commands as he shrugs off his shirt. “I think a little punishment is in order for that ‘old man’ comment.”

My breath catches in my throat as I take in the sight of him - all hard muscle and rugged strength. A thrill runs through me at his words, heat pooling low in my belly.

“Oh yeah?” I challenge, my voice coming out breathier than I intend. “And what exactly did you have in mind?”

Marcus smirks, a dangerous glint in his eye that makes my toes curl in anticipation. He leans over, his hands planted on either side of my head, caging me in beneath him.

“Oh, I have a few ideas,” he rumbles.

And then he shows me—over and over again—exactly why age has nothing to do with it.


SIXTEEN
MARCUS


The Summit’s ground floor lounge looks different in daylight. Quieter. More civilized. The dark wood paneling and leather chairs can almost fool you into thinking this is just another upscale restaurant, not the exclusive club where Cooper Heights’ elite come to indulge their darker appetites.

I scan the room automatically, marking exits and evaluating threats. Old habits. The lunch crowd is sparse. A few business types in suits huddle over contracts while society women pick at salads. No sign of Castellano yet, but Reign mentioned he’s been spending his afternoons in the private poker room upstairs.

Reign sits at our usual corner table, perfectly pressed suit making him look more like a CEO than the ruthless bastard I know him to be. His eyes track my approach, and I catch the slight tension in his shoulders that tells me he’s doing his own threat assessment. We’ve known each other too long to break those instincts.

“You’re late,” he says as I take the seat that gives me clear sightlines to both exits.

“Traffic.”

We both know it’s a lie. There’s no real traffic in Cooper Heights. But saying ‘I drove past the diner three times hoping to catch a glimpse of her’ sounds pathetic even in my head.

“Castellano still upstairs?” I ask.

“Game’s been going since ten.” Reign studies his own menu with practiced casualness. “Your girl’s brother’s taking quite a beating.”

“Derrick’s here?” The menu crinkles in my grip.

“Lost thirty grand in the first hour alone.” Reign sets his menu down. “Down another twenty since then. Castellano keeps dealing him in.”

“Where’s he getting that kind of money? Buy-in for Castellano’s games isn’t cheap.”

“That’s what caught my attention.” Reign gestures to the waitress. We pause to order, and I use the moment to consider what he’s telling me. When she walks away, Reign continues. “Twenty-five grand to even sit at the table.”

“Castellano floating that too?”

“Initial buy-in was cash.” Reign leans back. “Then Castellano started extending credit. Lot of credit.”

Shit.

“How deep is he in?”

“Close to two hundred grand.”

The number lands like a sucker punch. Two hundred thousand dollars. The waitress returns with our food. Steak for me, salmon for Reign. The routine of cutting into my steak gives me a moment to process.

“Lainey know about this?” Reign asks between bites.

“No.” She’s got enough on her shoulders without worrying about her brother’s gambling debts. Every morning I watch her get up before dawn, determined to keep that diner running, to honor her father’s legacy. The last thing she needs is this shit.

“Speaking of Lainey.” Reign sets down his fork. “How are things going?”

“Good.” The warmth in my chest has nothing to do with the food. “She moved in last week.”

Reign’s eyebrows lift. “That’s a big step.”

“It is.”

I think about Lainey in my space, the way she’s transformed my isolated cabin into something else entirely. Her coffee cup in my kitchen. Her books scattered across my living room. The sound of her humming while she cooks.

My whole adult life I’ve kept people at arm’s length, built walls between myself and the world. The Marines taught me control. The Pack taught me power. But it was losing Shadow that truly sealed me off.

I built that cabin as a fortress, positioned to watch over Cooper Heights while keeping myself separate from it. Reign’s the only one I’ve ever let close, and even he knows there are lines he can’t cross.

But Lainey walked right through every barrier I constructed. She fills my space with her warmth, leaves traces of herself everywhere. Her vanilla lotion in my bathroom. Her fuzzy socks under my couch. Her grocery lists on my fridge. Small things that tell me she’s not just passing through. She’s making a home. And instead of feeling trapped like I always imagined, I find myself wanting more.

“Never thought I’d see Marcus Ruins settling down,” Reign says.

“Neither did I.” Until her.

“I’m guessing you still haven’t told Axel.”

The mention of my son shifts something in my chest. “No.”

“He’s going to find out.” Reign cuts another piece of salmon. “Small town.”

“I know.” Things between Axel and me have always been complicated. Years of missed birthdays and supervised visits left their mark. We’re finally building something real, and I can’t help but worry this will undo all that progress.

“And when he does?”

“Then I’ll handle it.”

Movement near the stairs catches my eye. The game must be over. The private gaming room empties in a predictable order. First the losers, then the winners, then Castellano.

Derrick Daniels emerges first, shoulders slumped, face gray with exhaustion. His expensive suit looks wrinkled now, his collar damp with sweat. He moves like a man who’s just lost everything. Which, technically, he has.

One of Castellano’s men materializes beside him. He catches Derrick’s arm just above the elbow, speaking close to his ear. From this distance I can’t make out the words, but Derrick’s face tells me everything I need to know.

Wilson releases Derrick’s arm with what looks like a friendly pat. Anyone watching might mistake it for a casual goodbye between associates. But I recognize the controlled pressure of his fingers, the way he positions his body to block Derrick’s path.

Derrick straightens his jacket, a futile attempt to reclaim some dignity. But his hands shake as he fixes his cuffs. When he finally heads for the exit, his steps are just a little too fast. A man trying very hard not to look like he’s running.

Enzo Castellano appears at the top of the stairs, surveying his domain. His salt and pepper hair is perfectly styled, his custom suit unwrinkled despite hours at the poker table. The flash of his platinum watch catches the light as he grips the railing.

He descends with the confidence of a man who owns not just the ground beneath his feet, but everything else in sight. Two more of his security team flank him, their eyes scanning the room with mechanical precision. Professional. Military trained. Nothing like Wilson and his crude intimidation tactics.

“Ready?” Reign asks quietly.

“Yes.”

Reign pulls out his wallet and drops three hundred-dollar bills on the table. We stand in unison, a movement practiced over years of working together. I register the subtle shift in the room - conversations quieting, silverware stilling against plates. The lunch crowd sensing predators in their midst.

Castellano heads for the back hallway, toward the restrooms. His security team splits up efficiently - one man taking the east corridor, another circling toward the kitchens. Standard procedure. Only one guard remains, hovering outside the bathroom door.

As I approach the hallway, I catch the fluid motion of Reign sliding behind the guard. One arm locks around the man’s throat, the other hand clamping over his mouth. A practiced move. Silent. Efficient.

The guard goes limp within seconds.

I slip past them into the bathroom. Castellano stands at the sink, washing his hands with deliberate care.

His eyes meet mine in the mirror.

“Mr. Ruins.” He reaches for a paper towel. “I wondered when you would show up.”

“Stay away from Lainey Daniels.”

His lips curve into an amused smile.

“Straight to the point. I’ve always appreciated that about you.” He turns, studying my face with genuine fascination. “Though I must admit, I didn’t expect you to be quite so... invested in the charming Miss Daniels.”

“I’m only going to say this once.” Everything in me wants to wipe that smile off his face. But this isn’t about my pride. It’s about keeping her safe. “Whatever you’re planning, whatever game you’re playing, you leave her out of it.”

“How fascinating.” Castellano’s eyes gleam with newfound interest, like he’s just discovered something valuable. “The great Marcus Ruins, brought low by a girl who serves coffee for a living.” He adjusts his cuffs, supremely unconcerned by my presence. “Tell me, does she know what you really are? What you do for a living?”

“You go near her, and what I do for a living becomes your primary concern.”

“Protective. Possessive, even.” His smile widens, genuinely delighted by this turn of events. “I have to wonder what your son would think about this... development.”

Of course Castellano knows about Axel. He would have done his research, traced every connection to Lainey. The brief relationship between her and my son would have been easy to uncover in a town this size.

The knowledge should bother me. Should make me question what else he might know, what other cards he holds. But right now, all I feel is cold certainty. Let him dig up whatever dirt he wants. Let him try to use Axel against me.

“Her brother seems to enjoy our little games.” Castellano smooths his tie. “High stakes. But then, some things are worth the risk.”

“Cut the bullshit.”

“Such hostility.” He moves toward the door. “When I’m merely providing what he asks for. The chance to play. The money to stay in the game.” His smile sharpens. “Family obligations can be so complex.”

My hand catches his shoulder. Not rough, but firm enough to stop him. “You even look at Lainey again, there won’t be enough money in the world to fix what happens next.”

Castellano glances at my hand, then back to my face. His amusement finally fades. “Careful, Marcus. Love makes men do foolish things.”

“So does greed.” I release his shoulder. “Remember that.”

He straightens his jacket and slips out the door. I give him thirty seconds, then follow. Reign stands in the hallway, his back to the wall, looking bored. The guard’s nowhere in sight.

“Everything settled?” Reign asks.

“For now.”

We move through the dining room. The lunch crowd has thinned, but heads still turn as we pass. Castellano sits at a corner table with his security team, already deep in conversation. He doesn’t look up as we walk by.


SEVENTEEN
LAINEY


Marcus pulls his black truck into a spot near the mall entrance. 

The Cooper Heights Mall stretches before us, its limestone facade gleaming in the afternoon sun. The west wing houses all the luxury boutiques where Cooper Hills wives spend their husbands’ money. I usually avoid that section, sticking to the affordable shops on the east side.

“Are you going to tell me what we’re doing at the mall on a Tuesday afternoon?” I ask as he kills the engine. “Or did you just miss watching me squirm?”

His lips curve into that dangerous smile that never fails to make my pulse race. 

“I always like watching you squirm.” He comes around to open my door, his hand finding its usual place at my lower back. “But today isn’t about that. Today, we’re here to shop. You need something special for tonight.”

“Tonight?” My heart speeds up at the promise in his voice. “What exactly are you plotting, mountain man?”

“You’ll find out soon enough, baby. Do you trust me?”

“You know I do.” 

We walk through the main entrance, where a massive fountain creates white noise that echoes off the vaulted ceiling. The water catches afternoon sunlight streaming through skylights, casting rainbow reflections across marble floors.

We approach the west wing, where the ceiling soars higher and crystal chandeliers replace fluorescent lights. The air carries traces of expensive perfume. Even the marble floors gleam brighter here, polished to mirror shine. Everything speaks of money and exclusivity.

The shoppers change too. 

A group of women pause in their conversation outside Valentino to stare as we walk by. I recognize them as Cooper Hills regulars who sometimes stop at the diner after their yoga classes. Their athleisure outfits probably cost more than my monthly grocery budget. Now, they watch Marcus with obvious interest, whispering behind their perfectly manicured hands.

“People are starting at us,” I murmur. Their eyes track us as we pass, taking in Marcus’s muscled frame and my plain outfit.

His grip tightens possessively. “Let them look. Makes it easier for everyone to see who you belong to.”

La Belle sits at the heart of the luxury wing, its windows showcasing evening gowns that flow like liquid silk. Gold leaf details frame the entrance where fresh flowers perfume the air. Inside, crystal sconces cast warm light over display cases filled with accessories that probably cost more than the diner makes in a month.

“Marcus, are you sure about this place?" I ask, my eyes widening as I take in the opulent surroundings. "It looks really expensive."

He chuckles, and his hand slides lower to squeeze my hip. "That's the point, baby. I want you to have the best."

He leads me inside, holding the door open like a perfect gentleman. The interior is even more stunning up close. Lush carpets muffle our footsteps as we pass racks of designer clothing, each piece more exquisite than the last. Crystal vases hold artful clusters of white calla lilies, their delicate petals almost luminous.

A willowy blonde in a tailored black suit approaches us, her heels clicking across the polished floor.

"Welcome to La Belle. How may I assist you today?"

Her eyes skim over me briefly before fixing on Marcus with obvious appreciation.

"We need something special for my girl," Marcus replies smoothly, seemingly oblivious to her interest. "An evening gown for a formal event. Price is no object."

The associate's eyebrows lift slightly but she maintains her professional demeanor. "Of course, sir. Please, follow me.”

The associate leads us to a private fitting area at the back of the store.

Heavy velvet curtains enclose the space, lending it an intimate feel. A tufted loveseat upholstered in ivory silk occupies one corner, accented with embroidered throw pillows. Ornate mirrors line the walls, reflecting the soft glow of a crystal chandelier overhead.

"Please make yourself comfortable," the associate says, gesturing to the loveseat. "I'll return shortly with a selection of gowns for you to try."

As she disappears through the curtains, Marcus settles onto the loveseat, his large frame taking up most of the space. He pats the spot next to him invitingly.

I perch on the edge of the cushion, my nerves fluttering. "You still haven't told me what this is all about."

He reaches out to tuck a stray curl behind my ear, his fingers lingering against my cheek.

"I'm taking you to the Summit tonight. To the third floor."

My pulse thrums with a heady mix of excitement and nerves.

I've heard whispers about what happens on the third floor at The Summit. They say it's an exclusive playground where the wealthy and powerful indulge their deepest fantasies. A place where inhibitions disappear and pleasure reigns supreme.

I never imagined I would experience it firsthand. But with Marcus, anything feels possible. He has a way of pushing me beyond my comfort zone, awakening desires I never knew existed.

"The third floor?" I whisper, my voice trembling slightly. "Are you sure we're ready for that?"

His hand slides up my thigh, his touch igniting sparks beneath my skin.

"I'm sure about us, Lainey. I want to give you everything. I want to show you how good it can be when you let go and trust me completely."

I lean into him, my body molding to the hard planes of his chest. "I do trust you, Marcus. More than I've ever trusted anyone."

"Good." His lips brush my temple, sending shivers down my spine. "Because tonight is all about you, baby. I want you to feel powerful and sexy and absolutely fucking irresistible."

"And the dress?" I ask, my mind conjuring images of the exquisite gowns I glimpsed on the racks.

"The dress is for you," he confirms. "I want everyone to see how stunning you are. I want their jaws to hit the floor when you walk in on my arm."

A thrill runs through me at the thought of commanding that kind of attention. Of being seen as a force to be reckoned with instead of just sweet, dependable Lainey.

"Will I be on your arm all night?"

His hand tightens on my thigh, his eyes flashing with possessive heat. "Absolutely. You're mine, Lainey. I'm not sharing you with anyone."

A rush of relief mingles with the arousal simmering in my veins. As much as the idea of the third floor excites me, I'm not sure I'm ready to explore that side of myself with anyone but Marcus.

"Good," I whisper, holding his gaze. "Because I only want to be yours."

The curtain parts before he can respond, and the associate returns with an armful of gowns in jewel-bright hues. She hangs them on a rolling rack by the mirrors, each one more stunning than the last.

"I've selected a few options based on your preferences," she says, smoothing her hands over the luxurious fabrics. "Please let me know if you would like to see anything else."

Marcus rises from the loveseat, his presence filling the room. "I'd like to see her in red. Something bold and sexy that will turn heads."

The associate nods, a knowing smile playing at her lips. "I have just the thing."

She selects a gown from the rack, holding it up for our inspection. The dress is a deep, vibrant red, the color of passion and seduction. It's made of luxurious silk that seems to shimmer under the lights, the fabric flowing like liquid fire.

The bodice is fitted, with a plunging neckline that promises to showcase my curves. Delicate spaghetti straps crisscross in the back, leaving my shoulders bare. The skirt flares out at the hips, falling gracefully to the floor.

"This is our most popular style this season," the associate says, running a hand along the gown's smooth lines. "The color is absolutely stunning, and the cut is both elegant and alluring. I think it would look incredible on you."

Marcus steps closer, his eyes raking over the dress with undisguised appreciation. "Let's see it on her."

The associate leads me to a spacious changing room, helping me slip into the gown with practiced efficiency. The silk whispers against my skin as she fastens the delicate zipper, the material molding to my curves like a lover's caress.

I step out from behind the curtain, my heart pounding in anticipation. Marcus is waiting for me, his amber eyes igniting with desire as they sweep over my form.

"Fuck, baby," he breathes, his voice rough with want. "You look incredible."

I turn to face the mirrors, my breath catching at the sight of my reflection.

The dress clings to my body like a second skin, the rich red hue a striking contrast against my creamy complexion. The neckline dips low, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. The skirt flows around my legs, the slit rising high on my thigh to offer a flash of skin with every step.

I look powerful. Sexy. Like a woman who knows exactly what she wants and isn't afraid to take it.

Marcus comes up behind me, his large hands settling on my hips. I can feel the heat of his body through the thin silk, the evidence of his arousal pressing against my lower back.

"Look at you," he murmurs, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. "So fucking gorgeous. So perfect for me."

I meet his gaze in the mirror, my pulse jumping at the raw hunger in his eyes. "You like it?"

"I love it." His hands slide upward, skimming over my ribcage to cup my breasts. "I love how it shows off these pretty tits. How it hugs this sweet little ass."

He punctuates his words with a firm squeeze, and I bite back a moan. The associate is still hovering nearby, her expression carefully neutral even as her eyes dart between us.

"We'll take it," Marcus says.

The associate nods, a satisfied smile on her red lips. "Excellent choice, sir. This gown was made for her."

She steps forward to make a few final adjustments, her deft fingers smoothing the silk over my curves. I can barely breathe, every nerve ending in my body alive and humming with anticipation.

Marcus's hands continue their slow exploration, tracing the delicate lines of the dress. Each touch sends heat rushing through my veins, pooling low in my belly. By the time the associate steps back, I'm flushed and aching, my nipples straining against the thin silk.

"What about shoes?" I ask.

The associate's smile widens. "I have the perfect pair."

She disappears into the back room, returning a moment later with a sleek black box. Inside, nestled on a bed of tissue paper, is a pair of sky-high stilettos. The red soles wink up at me, the same shade as my dress.

"Louboutins," the associate says, lifting one from the box. "The Iriza style, our most popular. The low vamp elongates the leg, while the pointed toe adds a touch of sophistication."

She kneels before me, guiding my foot into the shoe. The leather is buttery soft, molding to my skin like it was made just for me. She fastens the delicate ankle strap, her fingers grazing my skin and sending another shiver through me.

I stand, the added height putting me nearly at eye level with Marcus. The heels force me to arch my back, thrusting my breasts forward and my ass out. I feel sexy. Powerful. Like I could bring a man to his knees with a single look.

Behind me, Marcus makes a low sound of appreciation. "Fuck, baby. Those shoes..."

I glance over my shoulder at him, heat rushing to my cheeks at the blatant hunger in his gaze. The front of his jeans strains obscenely, his cock visibly hard beneath the denim.

"The dress is for you," he says, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. "But the shoes? Those are for me."

I shiver at the promise in his words, my mind filling with images of all the wicked things he could do to me in these heels. All the ways he could make me beg and scream and fall apart, my legs wrapped around his waist or hooked over his shoulders.

"We'll take them," Marcus says, his eyes never leaving mine. "Both the dress and the shoes."

The associate nods, a knowing glint in her eye as she moves to package up our purchases. I change back into my own clothes in a daze, my skin still tingling from Marcus's touch.

When we leave the store, the bags dangling from my wrist, I'm practically vibrating with anticipation. I can't wait to see what tonight will bring.
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We arrive at The Summit just after nine p.m.

As we pull up to the building, Marcus slows the truck to a stop in front of the valet stand. A sharply dressed attendant opens the door for him. But before the man can open the door for me, Marcus presses the button that locks my car door.

“I’ve got it,” he tells the valet as he walks around to my side of the car. The possessiveness in his tone, the way he takes charge, sends a thrill racing down my spine.

I shouldn’t love it, his insane caveman tendencies, but I do.

Marcus opens my car door and offers me his hand. I slide my fingers into his warm grip and let him help me out, my heels clicking against the pavement.

The valet drives off with the truck as Marcus tucks my hand into the crook of his elbow and leads me around the side of the building to a separate entrance. My heart pounds wildly against my ribcage, anticipation and nerves warring inside me.

The last time I was here, I only saw the bar area on the ground floor. I had no idea what existed on the upper levels.

A discreet door opens before we even reach it, revealing a sharply dressed man waiting to greet us.

“Mr. Ruins, welcome to The Summit,” he says smoothly, stepping back to allow us entry. “Please, come in.”

We step into a small foyer, all sleek lines and muted lighting. The employee leads us to a private elevator, swiping a key card to grant us access.

“The club is located on the third floor,” he informs us as the doors slide open. “Enjoy your evening.”

Marcus guides me into the elevator with a hand at the small of my back, the heat of his touch searing through the fabric of my dress. As the doors close, leaving us alone, he turns to face me.

“Nervous?” he asks.

I meet his gaze, my tongue darting out to wet my suddenly dry lips.

“A little,” I admit. “But I’m also excited. I want to share this with you.”

Marcus’s eyes darken at my words, his hand tightening on my waist. “You have no idea how much I want that too, baby. To see you let go, to watch you come undone...”

His voice is a low rumble that I feel in my core. I lean into him, craving his touch, his kiss, anything to ease the ache building inside me.

But he steps back with a knowing smirk. “Not yet, greedy girl. I have plans for you tonight.”

Before I can respond, the elevator chimes and the doors slide open, revealing the club.

I take a steadying breath and step out into a world unlike anything I’ve ever seen.

The space is vast and open, with a sleek, modern aesthetic that oozes sensuality. Dim lighting casts everything in a sultry glow while shadows dance along the walls. The air itself feels charged, electric with the energy of the couples scattered throughout the room.

My gaze is immediately drawn to the various stages positioned around the floor, each one showcasing a different erotic scene. Everywhere I look, there are couples and groups engaged in various stages of scandalous acts.

To my left, a curvaceous redhead is bound to a spanking bench, her ass glowing pink as her partner delivers measured swats with a paddle. Across the room, two men and a woman catch my eye. The woman is on her knees, giving one man a blowjob while the other pounds into her from behind.

The slick slide of flesh, her muffled moans and the rhythmic slap of skin on skin sends lust spiking hot and heavy in my core.

“Color?” Marcus asks as his lips brush against the shell of my ear.

My mouth is so dry I have to swallow before I can respond. “Green.”

“Good girl.”

He leads me further into the club, his hand at the small of my back as I try to take it all in. The air is thick with the heady scent of sex and leather, the bass of the sensual music throbbing in my veins. I’m so turned on I can barely think straight.

We pass a beautiful Asian woman suspended from the ceiling in an intricate web of ropes. Her head is thrown back in ecstasy as a tall blonde woman trails a flogger over her exposed skin. Each flick of the falls makes the bound woman shudder and gasp.

I can’t tear my gaze away.

“I knew it,” Marcus murmurs, his voice a low rumble in my ear. “The moment I saw you watching that couple at the bar, I knew you’d be into this.”

Heat floods my cheeks at the memory, at being so thoroughly seen by him. He noticed my fascination that night, the undeniable arousal that had pooled between my thighs as I watched the couple get hot and heavy.

“You’re not...” I bite my lip, struggling to find the right words. “You’re not upset?”

Marcus turns me in his arms so I’m facing him. His eyes bore into mine, dark with promise.

“Fuck no, baby. I love watching you get turned on.”

His large hands slide down to cup my ass, pulling me flush against him. I can feel the thick ridge of his cock pressing into my stomach and it makes me dizzy with desire.

“But if you think I’m going to share this perfect body with anyone else, you’re wrong.” His fingers dig into the flesh of my ass. “This is all mine.”

He releases me with a light swat to my ass that has me yelping. Then he’s taking my hand and leading me towards a hallway off the main room.

We pass door after door, some open to reveal private playrooms in use. In one, a woman is tied spread eagle to a bed while her partner trails an ice cube over her quivering flesh. In another, a man is on all fours, his partner dragging a sharp stiletto heel down his spine.

Each glimpse sends my arousal ratcheting higher until I’m practically trembling with need. By the time Marcus stops outside a door at the very end of the hall, I’m panting softly, my skin flushed and tingling with anticipation.

He swipes a key card and the door clicks open. Then he steps back, allowing me to enter first. I step inside and my breath catches in my throat.

The room is large and dimly lit, with a massive bed dominating the center. Unlike the beds in the main room, this one is adorned with luxurious silk sheets and plush pillows. There’s a velour armchair positioned in front of a large window overlooking the club, and along the walls are an array of toys and implements that make my insides clench. The glass looks out over the main floor of the club, giving us a perfect view of the debauched scenes playing out below.

Marcus comes up behind me, his hands settling on my hip.

“We can see out, but no one can see in.” He guides me over to the plush armchair positioned in front of the expansive window. “I thought you might want to watch.”

Marcus sits down and pulls me onto his lap so that my back is against his front. The position has my dress riding up my thighs, exposing the lacy tops of my thigh highs. His hands slide up my legs, his fingers teasing along the edge of the delicate lace.

“Look,” he instructs, nodding his head toward a scene off to the left. “Isn’t that what caught your eye downstairs?”

I follow his gaze.

It’s the trio from earlier, the ones I couldn’t tear my eyes away from. Only now, the woman is getting her clit licked while her ass is eaten out.

“What do you think, baby?” His breath is hot against my ear. “Does that make your pretty little pussy clench?”

“Yes,” I rasp out. I’m transfixed by the wanton display, the ecstasy etched on the woman’s face, the way the men seem to be devouring her with an almost feral hunger. “Fuck yes.”

Marcus’s hand slides around my throat and his fingers tighten just enough to make my pulse jump.

“Good. Now spread your legs so we can see who comes first. You or her.”

I obey instantly, letting my knees fall open.

Marcus hooks his fingers in my panties and draws them down my legs, leaving me bare. His hand smooths back up my thigh, fingertips just barely grazing where I’m wet and aching.

I whimper shamelessly, trying to shift my hips to get him where I need him. But his grip tightens, stilling me.

“Patience,” he chides. “We’re going to take this nice and slow. I want you mindless with pleasure by the time I let you come.”

A full body shudder wracks through me at the dark promise in his words.

Slow is the last thing I want right now. I’m so turned on I feel like I might combust if I don’t get some relief soon. But I don’t have a choice. I’m at Marcus’s mercy. And fuck, if that thought doesn’t make me clench and gush even more.

Below, the woman sandwiched between the two men arches her back as she lets out a sharp cry. Even from this distance, I can see her body shaking, hovering on the knife’s edge of release.

“Look at her.” Marcus’s voice is a low growl in my ear as his fingers circle lazily around my clit. “She’s so close. Can you imagine how good it’s going to feel when she finally lets go? When she comes screaming on their tongues?”

My nails dig into his denim-clad thighs as I fight the urge to grind myself against his maddeningly light touch. “Yes,” I gasp out.

He starts to rub my clit then, firm circles that send sparks of agonizing bliss firing through my nerve endings. I moan brokenly, my head falling back against his shoulder as I finally get a taste of the friction I’m so desperate for.

His fingers dip lower, parting my swollen lips and delving into the slick heat of my cunt. Two thick digits pump in and out, curling in a come-hither motion that has me seeing stars. His thumb keeps up that perfect pressure on my clit and the dual stimulation winds the coil in my core tighter and tighter.

“That’s it.” His voice a sinful rasp. “Give in to it. Let me feel you drip.”

Below us, the woman’s cries are getting louder and more urgent. Her thighs start to tremble and the men double down on their efforts, licking and sucking her with wild abandon.

“Come on baby,” Marcus growls, his fingers pumping faster, thumb circling my clit with more pressure. “Come with her. Let me feel this pussy clamp down on me.”

My climax hits with the force of a speeding train.

Ecstasy detonates through my core as I shatter in his arms, pulsing and clenching around his fingers buried deep inside me. I’m only vaguely aware of the guttural moan that rips from my throat, my vision whiting out at the edges.

Through the haze of my own release, I watch the woman stiffen and convulse, her orgasm crashing over her in relentless waves. The men work her through it mercilessly, wringing every last ounce of pleasure from her trembling body.

“Fuck,” Marcus grits out.

Before I can catch my breath, he’s pushing me up to stand on wobbly legs. In a flash, he bends me over the chair and shoves my dress up around my waist.

“Hands on the armrests,” he commands. “Don’t move them.”

I obey eagerly, a fresh gush of arousal flooding my core at his dominance. I hear the clink of his belt buckle, followed by the rasp of his zipper. Then I feel the thick head of his cock notching into my entrance.

“Always so goddamn tight,” he groans.

And then he’s driving into me, spearing me open on one devastating thrust.

He sets a punishing pace, his hips snapping against my ass while his fingers dig into my waist. Each rough thrust has him bottoming out, his heavy sac slapping obscenely against my clit.

“Marcus, Jesus, fuck, I can’t...” I choke out, my words cut off by a particularly deep thrust that has stars exploding behind my eyelids.

Pleasure borderline pain sparks through me, my still sensitive nerve endings firing on all cylinders.

I surrender to the relentless onslaught of sensation, my world narrowing down to the slick slide of his cock in my clenching channel, the lewd sounds of our fucking filling the room.

My knuckles turn white from gripping the armrests so tightly, but I don’t dare let go. Not when Marcus ordered me to keep my hands right where they are. The thought of the punishment he might inflict if I disobey sends a dark thrill zipping down my spine to join the inferno he’s stoking between my thighs.

“Look at you, taking my cock so well,” he growls, one hand coming down in a sharp smack across my ass. I yelp at the sudden sting, my inner walls fluttering around him. “Such a good girl for me.”

Pride and pleasure bloom warm in my chest at his praise. I want to be good for him, to take everything he gives me and beg for more. It’s a heady, unfamiliar feeling, this desperation to please.

Marcus keeps up his relentless pace, each powerful drive of his hips pushing me further up the chair until my cheek is pressed against the supple leather. The new angle has him hitting that secret spot inside me that makes my toes curl and my eyes roll back.

“Oh, fuck yes,” I whimper, my voice thready and weak. “Right there. That feels so good.”

“That’s it, baby,” he coaxes through clenched teeth. “Let everyone know who this pretty pussy belongs to.”

I’m too far gone to be embarrassed, too consumed by the delicious drag of his thick length splitting me open again and again. Moans and fractured pleas spill from my lips, my volume rising to fill the room.

Below us, the club pulses with a sexual energy all its own. But I’m only peripherally aware of the erotic sights and sounds filtering in from the main floor. My entire focus is pinpointed on the man currently drilling me into incoherence.

“I’m so close,” I pant desperately, my thighs starting to tremble from the strain of holding myself up. “Please, I need to come. Make me come!”

Marcus curses breathlessly, his fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.

“Fuck. Do it then. Come on my cock like the good girl you are.”


EIGHTEEN
MARCUS


I stare at Lainey’s body trembling as she comes down from her orgasmic high. 

The way she shattered so completely, the wanton way she gave herself over to the pleasure - it takes my breath away.

As her breathing slows, I walk over and trail a finger down her quivering inner thigh. She gasps and arches into my touch.

“Did I say you could take your hands off the armrest, baby?”

Her eyes widen and cheeks flush pink. “N-no.”

My voice is a low rumble against her ear. “Don’t worry, I’ll let you make it up to me.”

Her answering shiver rocks me to my core. I can practically smell her arousal spiking again at my words.She responds so beautifully to my dominance. I want to devour every inch of her gorgeous body and claim her as mine.

“Now, I want you to stand up, slowly. Then strip down for me, nice and slow. Leave the necklace on.”

Her eyes widen but she nods, an eager shimmer in her gaze.

She does as I say and I watch, heart pounding in my chest as she reveals her creamy skin. Christ, she’s gorgeous. I can’t wait to have my fill of every inch of her.

Once she’s naked, I point at the bed. “On your stomach, ass up, legs spread.”

Without a word, Lainey crawls onto the bed and obeys.

I join her on the bed, running a finger down her spine. Gently, I tease her spine with a feather-like touch, trailing it down her back and over her curves. Her moans spur me on, so I pluck a blindfold from the nightstand.

“Time to heighten your senses, baby.”

Her quick inhale is the only warning I get before she nods. “Yes, Sir.”

I cover her eyes with the black silk, plunging her into darkness. The trust in her voice is like a drug. “Ready for more?”

“Yes, Sir,” she pants out, her hips arching in anticipation.

“Good girl.” I run a cool piece of ice along her spine, making her shiver. “You’re mine tonight, Lainey. And I’m going to make you feel things you never thought possible.”

Her moan sends a shudder through me, but I keep my composure. With a wicked grin, I reach for the cuffs. “Now, let’s see how bad you really want this.”

I unravel the rope from her wrists and help her flip over onto her stomach.

“Arms above your head, angel. I’m going to bind you to the bedposts.”

She hesitates for a moment, and I see the fear and arousal warring in her eyes.

“You’re in control, Lainey. You can safe-word at any time. No judgment. Understood?”

She nods, her trust in me evident in her eyes. It’s a heady fucking thrill, and I vow again to be worthy of it.

“Good girl,” I praise, securing each wrist to a bedpost. Her naked body is laid out before me, begging to be explored, and damn it if I don’t want to take her right then and there.

“Tonight, we’re going to try something else,” I say, picking up a long, supple-looking flogger from my bedside table. “I’m going to use this on you, just like we discussed. But first, I need to know you’re okay with it.”

Her breathing quickens, but she lifts her head, defiance and lust mingling in her eyes. “I trust you, Marcus. I’m yours.”

I pick up the flogger, weighing it in my hand as I study Lainey’s prone form. Her skin is flushed, muscles quivering with anticipation. I trail the leather tails lightly over the curve of her ass.

“I’m going to give you ten strikes. You will count each one out loud. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.” Her reply is breathy but firm.

I raise my arm and bring the flogger down with a snap of my wrist, the tails landing precisely across both cheeks. Lainey jolts and sucks in a sharp breath.

“One...” she exhales.

Pride surges through me at her response. I deliver the next three strikes in quick succession, the steady thwack of leather on skin filling the room.

“Two...three...f-four...” Lainey’s voice wavers but she doesn’t break posture.

On the fifth strike, a particularly sharp yelp escapes her and she squirms against the mattress. I pause, taking in the pink blooming across her backside. Slowly, I walk around the bed until I can see her face.

“Color?” I ask gently but firmly.

Lainey’s eyes flutter open. They’re glassy with endorphins but meet mine steadily. “Green, Sir. Green.”

My chest swells with an emotion I’m not ready to name. Her trust in me is a gift I will never stop cherishing.

“Good girl.”

I bring the flogger down twice more in rapid fire, the strikes echoing through the room. Lainey’s back arches as she cries out.

“Six! Sev-AH!”

I pause, watching her carefully. Her skin is flushed, glistening with sweat, but her posture remains steady.

“Color?” I prompt.

Lainey’s breath hitches. “Y-yellow, Sir.”

Immediately, I drop the flogger and move to her side, one hand resting gently on her lower back.

“I’ve got you, baby. You’re doing so well. Breathe for me.”

She takes a shuddering inhale, releasing it slowly as I rub soothing circles on her skin. “That’s it. You’re perfect, taking your punishment so beautifully for me.”

Lainey turns her head, catching my gaze. Her eyes shine with unshed tears but the trust in them staggers me. “I want to be good for you, Marcus.”

I lean down, pressing a kiss to her shoulder.

“You are, sweetheart. So damn good. I’m proud of you.”

She shivers beneath my touch, a pleased hum escaping her. “Thank you, Sir.”

I take a moment just to breathe her in, marveling at the incredible gift of her submission. The intensity of what I feel for her terrifies me, but in this moment, I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.

“What’s your color now, baby?” I ask, needing to be sure she’s ready for more.

“Green, Sir.” Her voice is laced with anticipation.

I nod, stepping back and retrieving the flogger. The leather tails slide through my fingers, my grip tightening around the handle. Three more. She can take it.

The first strike lands across her shoulders, a sharp snap against her skin. Lainey jerks, a gasp torn from her throat. “Eight.”

Pride surges through me. My perfect girl, so responsive, so eager to please. I follow quickly with the next two strikes, the crimson blossoming beneath the leather a beautiful contrast to her creamy skin.

“Nine. Ten.” Each count is breathless, edged with a moan.

I can see her arousal glistening between her thighs. Fuck, the sight of her like this, splayed out and marked by me, it’s almost too much. My cock throbs, straining against my jeans. I need to be inside her. Now.

Setting the flogger aside, I reach for the restraints, quickly freeing her wrists. “Up,” I command, my voice rough with desire.

Lainey scrambles to comply, rising on shaky legs. I’m on her in an instant, one hand fisting in her hair as I crush my mouth to hers. She opens for me beautifully, yielding to the demanding thrust of my tongue.

I walk her backwards until her shoulders hit the wall, my hips pinning her in place. She whimpers into the kiss, her nails digging crescents into my shoulders.

Breaking away, I spin her around, pressing her front to the wall. “Hands above your head. Don’t move them.”

She obeys instantly, raising her arms and splaying her fingers against the wood. I kick her feet apart, spreading her for me.

“Fucking perfect,” I growl, nipping at the nape of her neck. “I’m going to take you now, baby. Hard and fast. You’re going to come on my cock like a good girl.”

“Please,” she pants, arching back into me. “I need you, Marcus.”

I fumble with my jeans, shoving them down just enough to free my aching cock. Gripping her hips, I yank her back onto her tiptoes, lining myself up with her dripping entrance.

“Brace yourself, sweetheart.”

Then I’m slamming into her, burying myself to the hilt in one brutal thrust. Lainey cries out, her inner muscles clenching around me like a vice. I groan, my head falling forward to rest between her shoulder blades.

“Marcus!”

I set a punishing pace, pistoning into her, chasing our mutual release. The wet sound of our bodies connecting fills the room, interspersed with her keening cries.

“That’s it, baby. Take me. Fucking take it all.”

She’s trembling in my arms, her legs threatening to give out. I wrap an arm around her waist, holding her up as I grind against her, hitting that secret spot deep inside.

“Come for me, Lainey. Now.”

My command is all it takes. She shatters with a scream, her pussy rippling around my cock as she comes undone. I follow her over the edge, emptying myself inside her with a guttural shout.

We stay locked together, both panting harshly as the aftershocks roll through us. I press open-mouthed kisses along her spine, tasting the salt-slick sweat on her skin.

“I’ve got you,” I murmur, gentling my grip on her hips. “I’m here. You did so well, baby. My perfect girl.”

Lainey sags back against me, trusting me to support her. I hold her close, reveling in the feeling of her soft skin against mine.

In this moment, nothing exists outside of this room, outside of her. She’s my entire world. And I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe, to cherish the incredible gift of her submission.

Because she’s mine now. Utterly and completely. And I’m never letting her go.

I carefully disentangle our bodies, then scoop Lainey up into my arms. She nestles her head against my chest as I carry her to the bathroom.

“Let me take care of you now,” I murmur, setting her gently on the counter.

I grab a soft washcloth and run it under warm water. With tender strokes, I clean the sweat and arousal from her skin, washing away the evidence of our passion.

Lainey watches me through heavy-lidded eyes, a soft smile on her kiss-swollen lips. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“I want to.” I press a kiss to her forehead. “I need to. Let me.”

She nods, wordlessly giving me permission. I take my time, lavishing attention on every inch of her satiny skin. It’s an act of devotion, of worship.

When I’m finished, I wrap her in a fluffy towel and carry her back to bed. I tuck her under the covers, then slide in beside her, gathering her close.

Lainey sighs contentedly, tracing idle patterns on my chest with her fingertip. “That was...”

“Intense?” I supply when she trails off.

“Mind-blowing,” she corrects with a small laugh. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

Pride surges through me at her words. Knowing I can give her pleasure unlike anything she’s experienced.

I tilt her chin up, gazing deep into her ocean-blue eyes. “Lainey, I...” The words stick in my throat. Three simple words I haven’t said in decades.

Her brow furrows. “What is it?”

I swallow hard. It’s now or never.

“I love you, Lainey. I’m in love with you. Have been for a while now, I think.”

Tears spring to her eyes. For a heart-stopping moment, I think I’ve misread this, ruined everything.

Then she smiles, radiant as the sun. “Oh Marcus, I love you too. So much.”

Relief crashes over me like a tidal wave. I claim her mouth in a searing kiss, pouring all my love, my devotion into it.

We make love again, slow and sweet. Savoring each sigh, each whispered endearment. Tears mingle on our cheeks, happy ones this time.

After, we lay tangled together, her head pillowed on my chest, directly over my heart. Where she belongs.


NINETEEN
LAINEY


I stare at the gleaming facade of Le Chateau, the fanciest restaurant in Cooper Hills. The kind of place with a months-long waiting list and a wine menu thicker than most novels.

The kind of place I have no business being, especially after the night I've had.

Every muscle aches as I climb the marble steps, a pleasant soreness that brings heat to my cheeks when I remember how it got there. Marcus's hands, his mouth, the way he took me apart and put me back together...

I shiver despite the warm sun, tugging self-consciously at my outfit.

The only reason I dragged myself here is because I promised Derrick. He sounded so insistent on the phone, I didn't have the heart to bail. I just hope this mystery lunch won't take long. All I want is a hot bath and ten hours of uninterrupted sleep, preferably with Marcus wrapped around me.

When I get inside, the maître d' leads me to a private dining room in the back. I'm surprised to find Derrick already there, looking uncomfortable in a crisp navy suit. He keeps tugging at his collar like it's choking him.

"Hey, kiddo,” he says, rising to give me an awkward hug. "Thanks for coming."

"Of course." I eye him curiously. "What's with the suit? Are you on a date or something?"

Derrick clears his throat, glancing over his shoulder. "Actually, there are some people I want you to meet."

He gestures to a couple seated at the table who I hadn't even noticed. The woman looks to be in her early forties, with salon-perfect hair and a string of pearls at her throat. The man beside her seems a bit older, distinguished with a neat goatee.

They both give me polite smiles that don't quite reach their eyes.

"Jessica, Adam, I'd like you to meet my sister, Lainey. Lainey, this is Adam and Jessica Van Buren."

I paste on a smile, shaking their manicured hands. They radiate the kind of polished wealth that screams "Cooper Hills old money."

"Lovely to meet you, Lainey," Jessica says, her smile not quite reaching her cool blue eyes. "Derrick's told us so much about you and your charming little diner."

Charming little diner. I bristle at the condescension dripping from her tone.

Derrick clears his throat. "Jessica is a member of the Walker family.”

Jessica laughs lightly. "Well, by marriage at least. My stepsister Sophia is Colt Walker's wife."

I nod politely, but I could care less who she’s related to.

The snooty-looking host leads us to our table, and I take my seat gingerly, feeling more out of place by the second. Jessica orders wine for the table, something with a lot of syllables and an even bigger price tag.

The small talk stretches on through the appetizers, I pick at my salad, my stomach twisting with unease. The conversation flows around me, but I can't focus on anything besides the growing knot of dread in my stomach.

Something about this whole situation feels off, staged. Like I'm being set up for something I won't like.

I take a large gulp of the overpriced wine, hoping it will calm my nerves. But it just makes my head swim.

Finally, as our entrees arrive, Adam leans forward and gets to the point.

"So Lainey, Derrick tells us you've been running the diner on your own since your father passed. That must be quite a challenge for someone so young."

I bristle at his patronizing tone. "It's a lot of work, but I'm managing just fine, thanks."

Jessica makes a sympathetic noise. "It must be so difficult, shouldering all that debt on your own."

My head snaps up, but Derrick is suddenly very interested in his steak.

"I'm sure you're doing your best, dear," Jessica continues. "But the fact is, that property is worth far more than a small-town diner can bring in. It has so much untapped potential."

Adam nods. "Potential that we'd like to help you realize, Lainey. We want to make you an offer. Two million for the land and the business, debt included. A chance for a clean slate."

The number kickstarts my heart, but not in a good way.

Two million is a fraction of what that land is worth, and they know it. They're trying to take advantage of my situation, the debt that Derrick's mistakes have saddled us with.

I take a long sip of water, trying to steady my nerves.

"I appreciate your interest," I say slowly, placing my glass down with a clink. "But the diner isn't for sale. It's my family legacy, and I intend to keep it that way."

The temperature at the table drops by several degrees.

Jessica and Adam exchange a look, something cold and calculating in their eyes.

"Hang on a second, Lainey," Derrick cuts in, his voice strained. "The Van Burens are offering us an incredible opportunity here."

Red-hot anger licks up my spine, chasing away the last of my nerves. How dare he try to ambush

"If you'll excuse me," I say tightly, standing so quickly my chair screeches against the floor. "I need a minute."

I don't wait for a response, just stride toward the restrooms on shaking legs, blood roaring in my ears. I barely make it around the corner before Derrick catches up to me, his fingers closing around my elbow.

"What the hell, Lainey?" he hisses. "Do you have any idea how many strings I had to pull to set this up?"

I wrench my arm from his grip, vibrating with fury.

“I don’t care how long it took you to set this up. What makes you think I would ever sell our family’s diner for a fraction of what it's worth?"

Derrick's expression softens.

"Lainey, I know you're sentimental about the diner. Believe me, I get it. It's where we grew up, where Dad built his dream from the ground up. But just think about what you could do with two million dollars. You could travel, go back to school, start a whole new life. Isn't there something you've always wanted to do, something you've put on hold to keep the diner going?"

I shake my head, my throat tight.

"The diner is what I want, Derrick. It's what I've always wanted. It's not just a building or a business. It's our family's heart and soul. Dad's legacy. How can you even think about selling it?"

Derrick runs a hand through his hair, frustration etched in every line of his face.

"Because I need this, Lainey. I really, really need this deal to happen."

A sick feeling settles in my gut as the pieces click into place. The desperation in Derrick's eyes, the way he's pushing so hard for me to sell.

"You're in debt again, aren’t you?”

Derrick's silence is all the confirmation I need. I let out a shaky breath, anger and disappointment warring in my chest.

"Lainey, please," Derrick pleads, desperation etched into every line of his handsome face. "You don't understand. Enzo is closing in. He wants his money, and he wants it now. I don't have a choice."

I stare at my brother in disbelief, my heart hammering against my ribs. The bustling sounds of the restaurant fade into the background as his words sink in.

"Are you serious right now? After everything we've been through, after all the sacrifices I've made to keep the diner afloat, you've gotten yourself mixed up with Enzo again?"

Derrick flinches at the sharpness in my tone, but I can't bring myself to feel guilty. Not when the future of our family legacy hangs in the balance.

"It's not like that," he insists, running a hand through his perfectly styled hair. "I had a sure thing, Lainey. An investment that was going to pay off big time. But then the deal fell through, and now I'm in too deep."

I shake my head, anger and disappointment swirling in my gut like a toxic cocktail.

"Wake up, Derrick! Can't you see that Enzo is using you? He wants you to be in debt. He thrives on having power over people, on pulling their strings like some twisted puppet master."

Derrick's jaw clenches, a muscle ticking beneath his skin.

"You don't know him like I do. He's not all bad. He's just a businessman."

A harsh laugh escapes my lips. "Oh, I know exactly what kind of businessman he is. The kind who preys on people's weaknesses, who exploits their desperation for his own gain."

I step closer, my voice dropping to a fierce whisper.

"What do you think is going to happen when Enzo finds out you're talking to the Van Burens? That you're trying to sell the diner out from under him? Do you really believe he's just going to let that slide?"

Derrick's eyes widen, a flicker of fear crossing his face before he masks it with bravado.

"He won't find out. The Van Burens know how to keep things quiet."

I roll my eyes.

"Enzo Castellano has eyes and ears everywhere. He probably knew about this meeting before you even set it up."

Derrick's shoulders slump, the fight draining out of him like air from a punctured tire.

"Lainey, please," Derrick begs, his voice cracking with desperation. "I don't have any other options. If I don't pay Enzo back, I don't even want to think about what he'll do."

I stare at my brother, taking in the dark circles under his eyes. As angry as I am, a part of me aches for him.

But I can't let that sway me. Not this time.

"I'm sorry, Derrick," I say softly, my voice firm despite the emotions swirling inside me. "But I'm not selling the diner. Not to the Van Burens, not to Enzo, not to anyone."

Derrick's eyes flash with anger.

"Wow," he says. "I really thought you, of all people, would have my back on this."

I laugh, the sound harsh and humorless in the charged air between us.

"I've always had your back, Derrick. I've spent years cleaning up your messes. But I'm done enabling you. It's time for you to figure this out on your own."

I don't wait for his response.

I just turn on my heel and walk away, head high even as my hands tremble and my heart thunders in my ears. I walk out of the restaurant, out into the bright mountain sunlight, and I don't stop until I reach my truck.

Only then, keys clutched in my white-knuckled grip, do I let myself feel the full weight of what just happened.

But even as the doubts swirl in my head, I think of this morning. Of waking up safe and protected in Marcus's arms. Of the way he looked at me, touched me, like I was something precious. Something cherished.

Something worth fighting for.

I think of my diner, my parents' dream, the only piece of them I have left.

I think of everything I stand to lose, and everything I've already lost.

And I know that I can't give up. Not now, not ever.

I've spent my whole life putting everyone else first - Derrick, Axel, and the endless parade of customers who need me to be strong and unshakeable.

But last night with Marcus lit a fire in me. It showed me that I'm more than just sweet, dependable Lainey, always eager to please.

I'm strong. I'm brave.

And I'm done letting anyone use my heart against me.
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The weeks fly past in a blur of early mornings at the diner and late nights with Marcus, and before long, it’s the day of Lorena Castellano’s wedding.

As Ruby and I pull up to the Fit Mountain Resort, I’m struck by how the glass facade towers against the mountain backdrop. Even after all these years, it’s still crazy how much the Walker brothers transformed the mountain.

I've heard stories over the years about Callum Walker, the mountain man who dared to dream big. They say he came back to Cooper Hills with nothing but determination and a vision - to turn this sleepy mountain town into a world-class resort destination. But everyone in town thought he was crazy.

Everyone except Penny.

Legend has it that on the night Callum was about to give up, Penny showed up at his door to deliver his pizza during a storm. He took one at her and was a goner.

Within months, they were married. And then, with Penny’s love and the help of Callum’s brothers, the Fit Mountain Resort was born.

I remember how Ruby and I used to swoon over Callum and Penny's love story as teens. Penny was a poor girl in her twenties, just like us, working two jobs to make ends meet. And she went from delivering pizzas to becoming the heart and soul of a mountain empire.

But even after all these years of hearing the story, it's still crazy to see the resort up close. The sheer scale of it takes my breath away.

We circle around to the valet stand, Ruby handing over her keys with only mild trepidation. The uniformed attendant whisks her beat-up Civic away, looking slightly bemused among the sea of luxury vehicles.

As we head inside, I'm hit by a wave of climate-controlled air and the soft tinkling of piano music. The lobby is a masterpiece of modern mountain chic - all gleaming wood and stone, with floor-to-ceiling windows framing breathtaking views of the surrounding peaks.

“Wow," Ruby whispers, her eyes wide. "It's like we stepped into another world."

She's not wrong. Everything gleams with wealth and careful curation, from the artfully arranged wildflower bouquets to the crystal chandeliers dripping from the vaulted ceilings.

The pre-wedding reception is in full swing. Guests in designer suits and cocktail dresses mingle, champagne flutes in hand. Waiters weave through the crowd with trays of hors d'oeuvres. A string quartet plays in the corner, their music nearly drowned out by the hum of conversation.

I scan the room for Marcus, but there's no sign of his tall frame or salt-and-pepper hair. My stomach does a little flip. After weeks of stolen moments, the thought of seeing him in public, surrounded by half the town, sets my nerves on edge.

"Earth to Lainey," Ruby says, nudging me. "You with me?"

I blink, realizing I've been standing frozen in place. "Sorry, just... taking it all in."

Ruby's gaze sharpens. "Uh-huh. You mean looking for your man?”

Before I can stammer out a denial, she grabs my arm.

“Hey, isn't that Axel over there?"

I follow her gaze to find Axel deep in conversation with a couple near the doorway. He looks every inch the rising star in his perfectly tailored suit, his usually messy hair styled with careful precision. When he spots us, his face breaks into a grin.

“There are my favorite Cooper Heights ladies,” Axel calls out, waving us over. “Come here. I want you to meet some people.”

As we approach, I recognize the man instantly. 

Brody Clayton, a local rodeo star, stands tall in a perfectly cut charcoal suit that emphasizes his athletic build, his usual cowboy confidence translated seamlessly into formal wear. His wife Savannah is stunning in a deep emerald dress that flows like water, her dark hair swept up in an elegant twist. 

“Ruby, Lainey, meet Brody and Savannah Clayton,” Axel says. “Though I guess everyone knows Brody from his record-breaking season.”

“The rodeo coverage barely does it justice,” Ruby says. “That final ride at the championship was insane.”

Brody’s laugh is warm and genuine.

“Pure luck and a very angry bull. Though the press made it sound much more impressive.”

“He says that about all his wins,” Savannah adds, sharing a fond look with her husband.

“Savannah is the editor of Fit Mountain Monthly,” Axel explains. “They’re doing a big spread on the wedding, showcasing all the local talent involved. Highland Rye is getting featured, too.”

"The band has this incredible cross-mountain appeal," Savannah explains, her voice warm with enthusiasm. "They blend that raw Cooper Heights energy with polished Cooper Hills production. It's exactly the kind of local success story we love to highlight."

"Cross-mountain appeal, huh?" Ruby elbows Axel playfully. "Fancy way of saying you clean up nice for the rich folks."

Axel laughs, running a hand through his carefully styled hair.

"Hey, I'm just a simple Heights boy at heart. The Hills crowd just happens to have excellent taste in music."

"So, how long have you two known Axel?" Savannah asks, her keen eyes moving between Ruby and me. "I'd love to get some quotes from old friends for the article."

Ruby grins. "Oh, we go way back. I've been keeping his ego in check since high school."

"Someone has to," I add, nudging Axel playfully.

“Don’t let them fool you,” Axel grins. "These two are my best friends. And they’ve been my biggest supporters from day one. Even when I was just a scrawny kid with a beat-up guitar, playing terrible covers at Lainey’s family diner."

Ruby's eyes light up with mischief. "Oh, those early days were something else. Remember that time you tried to play 'Wonderwall' and your guitar string snapped mid-chorus?"

I can't help but laugh at the memory. "The look on your face when it hit you in the eye..."

"Hey now," Axel protests, but he's grinning too. "I'll have you know that black eye made me look very rock and roll."

"If by 'rock and roll' you mean 'like you lost a fight with a doorknob,'" Ruby quips.

Brody and Savannah are laughing now too, clearly charmed by our easy banter.

"I love it." Savannah jots something down in the small notebook she’s pulled from her clutch. "Nothing keeps a rising star grounded like old friends who remember the awkward phases."

"Oh, we're experts at keeping Axel humble," Ruby assures her. "It's a full-time job, but someone's got to do it."

"But seriously," I add, wanting to give Axel his due. "Even back then, you could see how talented he was. It didn't matter if it was a crowd of two or two hundred. Axel has always had a gift for making everyone feel connected.”

"It's true," Ruby chimes in, her usual snark giving way to sincerity. "You had that spark, even back then. We all knew you were going places."

Savannah scribbles furiously in her notebook, clearly delighted by this glimpse behind the rising star facade. "This is gold," she murmurs.

She opens her mouth, likely to ask another question, when a melodic chime echoes through the hall.

"Ladies and gentlemen," a smooth voice announces over the sound system, "the ceremony will begin in five minutes. Please make your way to your seats."

The crowd around us begins to move, a sea of designer dresses and tailored suits flowing toward the ceremony space.

"We should get going," Brody says, offering his arm to Savannah. "It was great meeting you all. Axel, we'll catch up more at the reception?"

"Sounds good," Axel nods to Brody and Savannah as they depart. Then he turns to me and Ruby, offering his arms with an exaggerated flourish.

"Shall we, my lovely plus-twos?"

Ruby rolls her eyes but links her arm through his.

"I suppose we can allow you to escort us, Mr. Big Shot."

I take his other arm, laughing.

"As long as you promise not to trip over your own feet like at prom."

"Hey now," Axel protests good-naturedly. "I thought we agreed never to speak of that again."

We make our way into the ceremony space, a stunning glass-walled room with breathtaking mountain views. Rows of white chairs face an altar adorned with cascading flowers in shades of blush and ivory.

As we join the flow of guests heading into the ceremony space, I catch sight of Marcus stationed at the main entrance. He stands powerful and alert in his black suit, every inch the security professional. 

When his eyes land on my arm linked through Axel’s, his entire body goes rigid. The muscle in his jaw flexes as his gaze tracks our movement, and the possessive heat in his stare burns straight through me. 

The way his hands flex at his sides tells me exactly what he’s thinking. How much he hates seeing me on Axel’s arm, even innocently. How badly he wants to stake his claim. The ceremony hasn’t even started, but I already know this evening is far from over.


TWENTY
MARCUS


I scan the crowded reception hall, my eyes automatically tracking movement and assessing potential threats. But there's nothing to see except happy guests, twirling on the dance floor or gathered in laughing clusters around the bar.

One of Reign's security guys materializes at my elbow. "Ruins, it's time for a shift change."

I nod curtly. "Copy that."

I slip out of the reception hall and into the quiet hallway. The thump of bass from the band fades as the door clicks shut behind me. I roll my neck, hearing vertebrae pop.

Walking slowly down the corridor, I reflect on how smoothly the day has gone, all things considered.

Reign's security plan proved, as usual, to be more than adequate.

Between their team and Enzo's goons, everything has been calm despite the different players in the room. Enzo walked Lorena down the aisle earlier and has been on his best behavior all evening. Axel's band is playing the reception, crooning a slow love song. Lainey and Ruby are twirling around on the dance floor, having a great time.

I should feel relieved. But I can't shake this restless energy thrumming through me.

Weddings are a reminder of everything I've spent my life avoiding. The vulnerability. The intimacy. The promise of forever. It goes against every instinct ingrained in me by years of military service and even more years of keeping people at arm's length.

Except, every time I think of Lainey, something inside me shifts.

I can't help but imagine what it would be like if she were mine. If I were the one spinning her around the dance floor, holding her close. If it was our wedding that brought this crowd together.

The thought doesn't fill me with the usual dread. Instead, there's a yearning, an ache in my chest that grows with every beat of the music.

Throughout the ceremony, I couldn't take my eyes off the bride and groom. But in my mind, it was Lainey walking down the aisle toward me. It was her hand I was sliding the ring onto, her lips I was kissing to seal our vows.

I never thought I'd want that. A wife, a marriage, a future that didn't revolve around the next mission. But Lainey changed everything.

She's gotten under my skin in a way no one else has. Made me question everything I thought I knew about love and commitment.

I think of the small velvet box tucked away in my dresser back home. The one I bought on a whim a few weeks ago, my gut telling me it was the right move even as my head screamed at me to run.

We haven't talked about marriage. Not yet.

But deep down, I know she's the one. My one. The only woman I want to wake up next to every morning and fall asleep holding every night. The one I want to grow old with me.

The music changes, shifting into a slower tempo as Axel's band takes a break. I can hear the chatter in the reception hall get louder as people leave the dance floor to refresh their drinks.

I'm about to head back in when I see Lainey walking down the hallway.

The dim hallway lighting casts a soft glow across her face, making her blue eyes sparkle. Her blonde hair is coming loose from its braid, tendrils framing her face. She looks ethereal, almost too beautiful to be real.

"Hey you," she says softly when she reaches me. "I was just coming to find you."

I cock an eyebrow. "Oh yeah? What for?"

She shrugs one shoulder, and a coy smile plays on her lips. "Maybe I missed you."

I reach out and tug her to me.

"Missed me, huh? Even though you've been having a grand old time dancing the night away?"

She loops her arms around my neck. "It'd be more fun if I could dance with you."

I hum low in my throat. "Probably not a good idea, sweetheart. I've got two left feet."

"I don't care." She presses closer, her breath tickling my neck. "I just want to be close to you."

Desire crashes through me, hot and urgent. I walk us backwards until her back hits the wall. Caging her in with my arms, I dip my head and capture her mouth in a searing kiss.

She makes a soft noise and melts against me, her lips parting eagerly. I lick into her mouth, tasting the sweetness of champagne on her tongue.

Kissing Lainey never fails to destroy me. It's like tossing a match into gasoline - the want between us ignites instantly, a wild inferno I can't control.

Breaking the kiss, I start trailing my lips down her neck, growling when I hit the high collar of her dress. I want to mark her, stake my claim for everyone to see.

The image of her sitting next to Axel flashes through my mind and I tense, jealousy flaring hot in my gut.

I know they're just friends. I know I have nothing to worry about. But something about seeing them together, their heads bent close as they talked, made me want to drag her into my arms and show everyone who she belongs to.

Mine. My woman, my love, my future.

I pull back slightly, staring down at her flushed face and kiss-swollen lips. Her eyes are hazy with desire, her pulse fluttering wildly in her throat.

"Let's get out of here," I rasp.

She blinks. "What? Now?"

I nod curtly. "I need you. Right now."

Her pupils dilate, and she licks her lips. "But what about the reception?”

"Screw the reception." I slide my hand into her hair, tugging lightly. "I want to be alone with you.”

I take her hand, my fingers wrapping completely around hers. The knowledge of the resort's layout from my security sweep guides me as I lead her down the hallway. My stride lengthens until she has to hurry to keep up, her heels clicking against the marble floors.

"Marcus, where are we going?" Her voice carries a mix of excitement and nervousness that makes my blood burn hotter.

I spot what I'm looking for - one of the resort's private powder rooms, complete with a sitting area and ornate vanity. Without hesitation, I open the door, pulling her inside. The lock clicks with satisfying finality.

The space feels like its own world, removed from the wedding and its complications. Crystal sconces cast a warm glow over marble and gold fixtures. Lainey's reflection multiplies in the surrounding mirrors as I back her against the door.

"You have no idea what you do to me." My hands find her waist, feeling the warmth of her skin through the silk. "Watching you all day, not being able to touch you."

"Someone will notice we're gone." But her hands slide up my chest, contradicting her words.

"Let them." I capture her wrists in one hand, pinning them above her head. "Right now, I need to remind you who you belong to."

Her pupils dilate, darkening those blue eyes I can't stop thinking about. "Marcus..."

"Say it again." I press closer, using my body to pin her more firmly against the door. "Say my name."

"Marcus." It comes out as a breathless whisper that tests every ounce of my restraint.

"That's my good girl." My free hand tangles in her hair, tilting her head back. "Now tell me who you belong to."

"You." Her voice comes out soft but certain. "I belong to you."

The words trigger something primitive in me. I lower my head to her throat, dragging my teeth along her pulse point.

"And don't you forget it."

"How could I?" Her body arches into mine. "When you make me feel like this?"

I release her wrists, needing both hands on her. My fingers trace down her sides, memorizing every curve through the silk. "Like what, sweetheart? "

"Safe." She threads her fingers into my hair. "Wanted. Like I don't have to be strong all the time."

The vulnerability in her voice makes my chest tight.

"You're always strong. But here, with me, you can just be mine."

In one smooth motion, I lift her, pinning her between my body and the door. Her legs wrap around my waist instinctively.

Then I capture her mouth in a deep kiss. The sounds of the reception fade away until there's nothing but her - the taste of her lips, the scent of her skin, the feel of her body pressed against mine.

My hand slips beneath the hem of her dress, finding the lace edge of her panties. I tear my mouth from hers.

"You've been teasing me in this dress all day. Did you wear these for me, too?"

She nods, lower lip caught between her teeth. "I thought about you when I put them on. How much I wanted you to take them off me."

A growl rumbles through my chest at her words. My fingers hook into the delicate lace, ripping it away. Her gasp mingles with the sound of tearing fabric.

"Marcus!" Her eyes widen, but her hips roll against mine, seeking friction.

"I'll buy you a new pair." I slide my hand between her thighs, finding her already wet for me. "Fuck, Lainey. You're soaked."

"It's what you do to me." She rocks against my fingers. "I've been thinking about you touching me like this all day."

I withdraw my hand, ignoring her whimper of protest. The sound of my zipper mingles with our labored breathing. I free my aching cock, fisting it roughly.

"Beg me for it, baby." I rub the swollen head through her slick slit. "Beg me to fuck this sweet little cunt.”

"Please." She tries to sink down onto me, but I hold her still. "Please, I need your cock. I need you to fuck me.”

I tease her entrance with the tip of my cock, savoring the desperate little sounds spilling from her lips.

"You're always so eager for me, aren't you, sweetheart? So ready to take what I give you."

With one swift thrust, I bury myself deep inside her tight heat. We both groan at the intensity of the connection. Her walls grip me like a vice as I start to move.

"Fuck, you feel incredible." I punctuate each word with a powerful snap of my hips. "So hot and wet for me, like you were made to take my cock."

Lainey clings to my shoulders, nails digging in through my suit jacket as I pound into her. The door rattles with the force of my thrusts, but I don't slow down. I can't, not with her perfect body wrapped around me so completely.

"Look at me,” I demand roughly, needing to see the pleasure in her eyes. "Watch me while I claim this sweet cunt."

Her lashes flutter open, pupils blown wide with lust and adoration. The absolute trust and submission in her gaze make my balls tighten. I capture her mouth in a filthy kiss, tongues tangling, teeth clashing. Branding her with my taste.

"Marcus, I'm so close," Lainey pants against my lips. "You make me feel so good."

"That's it. Let go for me, sweetheart." I grind against her clit with every thrust. "Squeeze my cock and drench me with your come. Show me who this pussy belongs to."

Lainey throws her head back with a sharp cry as her orgasm crashes over her. Her walls spasm around my cock, fluttering and clenching in the most delicious way.

The intensity of her pleasure triggers my own. With a guttural groan, I bury myself balls-deep and empty inside her, marking her with my seed.

I press my forehead to hers as we catch our breath, still intimately joined.

"Mine," I rasp out, still pulsing inside her heat. "All mine."

"Yours," Lainey agrees breathlessly, soft and pliant in my arms. "Always."
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We take our time cleaning up, savoring the intimate moments of putting each other back together. I help Lainey slide her dress back into place, my fingers lingering on her silk-covered curves. She giggles as I press a kiss to her shoulder, the sound light and carefree.

I straighten my suit jacket and attempt to smooth my rumpled hair in the mirror. Lainey comes up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist and resting her cheek against my back. Our eyes meet in the reflection.

"We should probably get back out there before someone comes looking for us," she murmurs, though she makes no move to let go.

"Probably," I agree, covering her hands with mine. "But I'm not done with you yet. Once this reception is over, I'm taking you home and keeping you in my bed for the rest of the weekend."

Her cheeks flush prettily at the promise in my words. "I like the sound of that."

Reluctantly, we disentangle ourselves and exit the powder room. Lainey's hand fits perfectly in mine as we make our way back toward the reception hall. She still has that just-thoroughly-fucked glow about her, cheeks pink and eyes sparkling. I can't resist pulling her in for one more kiss before we rejoin the crowd.

"How did I get so lucky?" Lainey murmurs, leaning into my touch.

A soft chuckle rumbles through my chest. "Funny, I was just about to ask you the same thing."

I slide my hand to cup the back of her neck, thumb stroking the soft skin behind her ear. "I love you so much, baby."

"I love you too, Marcus." The way she says it, so open and earnest, sets off a burst of warmth in my chest.

We're just about to part ways when a voice behind us stops me cold.

"What the fuck?"

I know that voice. I've heard it raised in anger too many times to count. Slowly, I turn to face my son.

Axel stands a few feet away, his face a mask of fury and betrayal.

His gaze darts between Lainey and me, taking in our joined hands, her mussed hair, my loosened tie. I watch the realization dawn, quickly followed by disgust.

“Lainey is your new secret girlfriend?" Axel spits the words at me like they're poison on his tongue. "My ex? My best friend? Are you fucking kidding me right now?"

I step forward, putting myself between Axel and Lainey.

"Like I said before. It's complicated, son."

"Complicated?" Axel lets out a harsh laugh. "No, what's complicated is you being a sick bastard who's fucking someone barely older than your own kid. And my best friend, at that! What the hell is wrong with you?"

"Axel, stop." Lainey moves to step around me but I throw out an arm, keeping her behind me. "It's not like that. Your dad and I have something real."

Axel's eyes widen before narrowing into slits.

"Something real? Are you serious right now, Lainey? He's old enough to be your father! He’s my father! How could you do this to me?"

“Lower your voice, son,” I growl, my fists clenching at my sides.

Inside, a war rages. The tactical side of my brain is already running scenarios, analyzing the situation and trying to find the best way to handle the impending fallout. But the emotional side, the part that's still getting used to allowing myself to feel, is reeling.

I always knew the revelation of my relationship with Lainey would be a turning point. I anticipated Axel's anger and betrayal. But confronted with the reality of it, the disgust and accusation in my son's eyes, it hits harder than any physical blow.

"Axel, I know this is a shock." I keep my voice even, trying to diffuse the growing tension. "But Lainey's right, this isn't some casual fling. What we have is-"

"I don't want to hear it!" Axel cuts me off with a violent slash of his hand. "I don't want to hear whatever bullshit justification you've come up with for this. You've crossed a line, Dad. A major fucking line."

"Axel, please." Lainey's voice wobbles, and I can tell she's on the verge of tears. "Just let us explain."

"Explain?" Axel’s voice rises a full octave. "What could possibly explain this? You're my best friend, Lainey. How could you do this to me?"

"I never meant for this to happen," Lainey pleads, her voice breaking. "I didn't plan on falling for your dad."

"But you did," Axel says bitterly. "You both did."

Lainey looks to me for support, but I'm at a loss for words. How can I possibly explain the complex emotions and history between Lainey and me? How can I make Axel understand that this isn't some fling or manipulation on my part?

But Axel is already backing away, shaking his head in disgust. "I can't even look at you right now. Either of you."

He turns on his heel and storms off, disappearing around the corner. The sound of a slamming door echoes a moment later.


TWENTY-ONE
LAINEY


My head throbs as consciousness creeps in the next morning, reminding me exactly how much champagne I drank at the reception.

Not that it helped. 

Nothing could have made last night better after seeing the betrayal in Axel’s eyes. 

The rational part of me knows I didn't technically do anything wrong. We're all adults here, free to make our own choices. Marcus and I never crossed any lines while Axel and I were together. But the guilt still gnaws at me, knowing I should have told Axel sooner about my growing feelings for his dad.

I drag myself out of bed, wincing as the movement intensifies my headache. In the bathroom mirror, I'm greeted by bloodshot eyes and mascara smudges. I splash cold water on my face, trying to shake off the lingering effects of last night's champagne and the weight of my tangled emotions.

As I brush my teeth, I can't help but worry about what this means for my relationship with Marcus. Ruby drove me home from the reception. And when I got back, I found him sitting on the back deck in the darkness, a glass of whiskey untouched in his hand.

He saw me but neither of us said a word. What was there to say? We’d known this day would come eventually. Known that keeping us secret from Axel would blow up in our faces. We just hadn’t expected it to happen like this. 

I brew a strong pot of coffee, hoping the aroma will lure Marcus back inside. As I pour two mugs, I debate whether to bring one out to him or wait for him to come to me.

The steady thwack of the ax against wood echoes through the quiet morning air.

Each strike feels like it's cleaving my heart in two.

I know Marcus is out there wrestling with his demons, trying to bury his guilt and conflict beneath a pile of firewood.

I want to go to him, to wrap my arms around his strong torso and press my face into the solid warmth of his back. I want to tell him that we'll figure this out together, that what we have is worth fighting for. But I'm frozen in the kitchen, paralyzed by the fear that he might not feel the same way anymore.

Finally, I force my feet to move. I push open the screen door with my hip, carefully balancing the two steaming mugs. The brisk mountain air nips at my skin as I pad across the dew-damp grass in my bare feet.

Marcus doesn't acknowledge me as I approach, just keeps splitting logs with methodical precision. I watch the fluid flex of his arms, the sweat glistening on his neck above the collar of his flannel shirt. He grunts with each swing.

"I made you coffee," I say quietly, holding out one of the mugs.

He lets the ax head thud into the chopping block, wiping an arm across his brow. He turns to me, his amber eyes filled with a tumultuous blend of emotions I can't quite decipher. Weariness. Guilt. Longing. He crosses the yard, closing the distance between us with purposeful strides.

"Thank you, baby," he murmurs, his deep voice even rougher than usual. His calloused fingers brush mine as he takes the mug.

"You've been up for hours," I comment, studying the dark shadows beneath his eyes and the tense set of his chiseled jaw. "Did you sleep at all?"

He takes a long sip of the coffee, his gaze fixed on the steam curling up from the surface. "Not really. Had a lot on my mind."

I swallow hard, my stomach twisting with fresh guilt and regret.

"Marcus, I'm so sorry about what happened with Axel. I never meant for him to find out like that. For it to hurt him. Or you."

Marcus sets the mug down on the nearby railing and pulls me into his arms. I'm enveloped by his warmth, his scent of pine and male musk and morning coffee. His big hand cradles the back of my head as I press my face into his chest.

"This isn't your fault, Lainey," he says firmly, his deep voice rumbling through me. "Don't you dare blame yourself for any of it."

I shake my head against him, tears pricking the backs of my eyes. "But it is, Marcus. At least partly. I should have told Axel sooner, before he figured it out on his own like that. Before he felt so betrayed and angry."

Marcus sighs heavily, his breath ruffling my hair. "No, baby. This is on me. It's about me and the fact that I've been a shit father to that boy for too goddamn long. I'm the one who needs to make this right with him."

I tilt my head back to look up at him. His amber eyes are shadowed with regret and guilt, but there's a fierce determination there too. The kind that makes me believe he can do anything he sets his mind to.

"What are you going to do?" I ask softly, searching his face.

He reaches up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his thumb brushing my cheek. "I don't know yet. But I'll figure it out. I have to. I can't lose my son over this. Over us."

Fresh tears sting my eyes as a thought occurs to me. A terrible, wrenching thought. "Should I move out? Give you space to work things out with Axel without me complicating everything?"

"Absolutely not," Marcus says instantly, his arms tightening around me. "You're not going anywhere, Lainey. This is your home now too. I'm not letting you walk away."

He leans down and captures my mouth in a soft, coffee-flavored kiss. It's gentle but demanding, a silent promise. A vow that he won't give up on us, no matter how hard things get.

When he pulls back, he rests his forehead against mine. "Axel will come around eventually. He's just shocked and hurt right now. Once he calms down and lets me explain, I’ll make things right."

Relief floods through me at Marcus's reassurance, washing away the dread that had settled like a stone in my gut. I exhale a shaky breath I didn't realize I was holding.

"Thank God," I whisper. "I was so worried that this would be the thing that finally broke us. That you'd decide I wasn't worth the trouble after all."

Marcus pulls back slightly to look me in the eye, his brow furrowed. "Did you really think I was going to let you go? Just like that?"

I drop my gaze, feeling foolish now for doubting him. For not trusting in the strength of what we have.

"I don't know. I wasn't sure. Everything just felt so uncertain after last night."

He tips my chin up with a gentle finger, forcing me to meet his intense amber gaze.

"Lainey, I love you. So damn much that it scares me sometimes. There is nothing in this world that could make me give you up. Not Axel, not anyone or anything. You hear me?"

Tears blur my vision as a well of emotion rises in my throat. "I love you too, Marcus. More than I even knew I could love someone."

He smiles then, a slow, sexy curve of his lips that makes my heart stutter. He leans in and kisses me again, deeper this time. Hungrier. Like he's staking his claim, making sure I know that I'm his and he's mine.

Reluctantly, I break the kiss, pulling back just enough to catch my breath. A soft giggle escapes me as I gaze up at Marcus, taking in his slightly dazed expression and kiss-swollen lips.

"As much as I'd love to keep doing this all day, I better let you get back to your logs now," I tease gently, trailing my fingers down his stubbled jaw. "I don't want to be blamed for the lack of firewood later."

Marcus chuckles, a deep, rumbling sound that vibrates through his chest. "I suppose you're right. Though I can think of much more enjoyable ways to spend the day than splitting wood."

I grin up at him, arching a brow. "Oh, I'm sure you can. But those will have to wait until later."

I stretch up on my toes to brush a light kiss across his lips, then step back out of his embrace. "I actually need to head into town to run some errands today. I should be home by dinner."

Marcus nods, reaching out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear. His touch lingers, sending a shiver down my spine despite the warm morning sun.

"Alright, baby. Drive safe and call me if you need anything. I'll be here when you get back."

I smile at him, my heart full to bursting with love for this complicated, devoted man. "I know you will be."
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I sit in my car outside of Walker’s Metal Shop, listening to the muffled sound of Highland Rye practicing through the metal walls. My fingers tap against the steering wheel as I try to find the right words. 

The familiar opening riff of their new song starts up again. I close my eyes, remembering all the times I sat in this same spot as Axel’s girlfriend, psyching myself up to seem interested in sound mixing and recording techniques. The music was always too loud, the space too cold, but I’d smile and nod because that’s what good girlfriends did. 

And I might have just ruined all of that.

When I finally walk in, they’re in the middle of a song.

Axel stands at the microphone, his eyes closed as he sings. His shoulders are tense, the way he always gets when he’s trying to pretend something isn’t bothering him. The song ends abruptly, missing the usual flourish he adds to their endings. He opens his eyes and sees me by the door.

For a moment, we just stare at each other. 

The hurt in his expression makes my chest ache. This isn’t the theatrical anger he uses to get his way or the sullen silence when he’s being petty. This is real pain, and I put it there.

“Hey,” I say, my voice barely carrying across the space. “That new song sounds good.”

“Thanks.” He fiddles with his guitar strap, not quite meeting my eyes. “Still working on the bridge.”

“The tempo change is cool.” I take a few steps closer, falling back on the music terminology I picked up during our relationship. “Very... dynamic.”

He sighs. “What do you want, Lainey?”

I glance at his bandmates, who are very obviously pretending not to listen. “Can we talk?”

Axel looks at me for a long moment, his jaw working as he considers my request. Finally, he turns to his bandmates. "Guys, can you give us ten minutes?"

They exchange curious glances but don't argue, setting down their instruments and filing out of the room. The door clangs shut behind them, leaving Axel and me alone in the cavernous space. The air feels thick with tension and unspoken words.

I take a deep breath, steeling myself.

"Axel, I'm so sorry about last night. About everything. I know I should have told you sooner about Marcus and me. I never meant for you to find out like that or for it to hurt you."

Axel scoffs, shaking his head. "Spare me the bullshit, Lainey. You knew exactly what you were doing. Sneaking around with my dad behind my back, lying to my face for months. How did you think I would feel when I found out?"

I flinch at the venom in his tone, the raw pain beneath the anger.

"I didn't lie, Axel. I just... didn't tell you the whole truth. And I am sorry for that, I really am. But you and your dad weren’t on the best terms, and I didn’t know what to do."

“Don’t try to make this about me and him. This is about you lying to my face for weeks. Sitting on my couch, eating my food, acting like everything was normal-”

“No,” I cut in, my voice stronger now. “This is about you judging me when you have no right.”

"What do you mean?"

I take a step closer, holding his gaze.

"I mean, you're not exactly innocent here either. Or have you forgotten that you cheated on me with Kayla Simmons while she had a boyfriend?"

Axel pales, his eyes widening. "That was different," he stammers.

“Was it?” I straighten my spine, done with feeling guilty.  "Because from where I'm standing, it looks pretty damn similar. You went behind my back with another girl. Lied to me about it for weeks. And then when I found out, you turned it around on me. Made me out to be the crazy, clingy girlfriend on social media."

Axel at least has the decency to look ashamed, dropping his gaze to the scuffed concrete floor.

"I was an asshole. I know that now. But this thing with you and my dad isn’t the same."

"You're right. It's not the same. Because unlike you, I didn't cheat. I didn't set out to hurt you or humiliate you. I fell in love with Marcus after you and I broke up. I should have told you sooner, and I'm sorry for that. But I won't apologize for loving him."

Axel gives me a curious look, his brow furrowing. "You're really in love with him?”

I meet his gaze steadily, my heart in my throat. "I am. More than I knew was possible."

Something flickers in Axel's eyes, an emotion I can't quite decipher. Surprise, maybe. Or begrudging respect.

But then he turns away, bracing his hands on the sound board. I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his fingers press against the metal until they turn white. 

"He's twice your age, Lainey," he says finally, his voice strained. "He's... he's my dad."

"Don't you think I've agonized over the age difference? Worried what people would think?" I shake my head, a wry smile tugging at my lips. "But here's the thing - when I'm with him, none of that matters. He makes me happy. Happier than I've ever been."

Axel sighs heavily, running a hand through his dark hair. He turns to face me, leaning back against the soundboard.

"I don't know what you want me to say, Lainey. This is a lot to process. I mean, you're dating my dad. My dad, who I've barely spoken to in months. Who I've been angry at for as long as I can remember."

"I know it's not easy. And I'm not asking you to be okay with it overnight. But I am asking you to try to understand. To see how much I care about him. How much he cares about me."

Axel looks at me for a long moment, his amber eyes so much like his father's searching mine. I can see the conflict playing out across his handsome face - the hurt and anger warring with a reluctant acceptance.

Finally, he runs a hand through his disheveled hair. "I need to get back to practice. The guys are probably wondering what's taking so long."

He pushes off the soundboard and takes a step towards me, his movements hesitant. Tentative. Like he's not sure where we stand anymore.

"I'll see you around, Lainey," he says quietly.

I nod, my throat tight. "See you around, Axel.”

The drive back home feels both heavier and lighter than the drive into town.

My heart aches with the weight of Axel's pain, the betrayal that still lingers in his eyes. But there's a lightness too, a tentative hope that maybe, just maybe, we can find our way back to being friends again. It won't be easy, and it certainly won't happen overnight. But for the first time since he found out about Marcus and me, I feel like there's a chance.

As I wind my way through the familiar twists and turns of the mountain roads, my phone buzzes. The screen lights up with an alert from the diner’s security system:

SMOKE DETECTED - BACK STORAGE.

I stare at the notification, my brain refusing to process the words. 

The diner is closed on Mondays. No one should be there. I’d locked up myself last night, double-checking every door like I always do. 

My hands shake as I make a U-turn, tires squealing against the pavement. 

The diner’s only ten minutes away, but each second stretches into eternity. I should call the fire department. The police. Marcus. My fingers tighten on the steering wheel. No. I can handle this myself. It’s probably just a faulty wire or a broken sensor.

Questions race through my mind as I push the speedometer higher. Did I leave something on? Did one of the ancient electrical outlets finally give out?

I round the final corner, and my heart stops. 

Gray smoke billows from the back of the building, twisting up into the clear morning sky. My heart leaps into my throat as I see Derrick's car parked haphazardly in the otherwise empty lot. The driver's side door hangs open, keys still dangling from the ignition.

No. It can't be. He can't be here.

I throw my car into park and race towards the diner, fear propelling me forward. The smoke grows thicker as I approach, stinging my eyes and filling my lungs. I yank open the front door, coughing as I'm engulfed in a cloud of acrid haze.

"Derrick!" I scream, my voice raw with panic. "Derrick, are you in here?"

Silence. Nothing but the crackle of flames and the pounding of my own heart in my ears.

I rush through the dining room, upending chairs and shoving aside tables as I search for any sign of him. The smoke is thicker back here, the air shimmering with heat. Fear claws at my throat as I burst into the kitchen, dreading what I might find.

"Derrick! Answer me, dammit!"

I spin in a frantic circle, my eyes darting from the prep stations to the walk-in cooler. The smoke is coming from the storage room door, ominous gray tendrils curling out from beneath the weathered wood.

Is he in there? Trapped by the flames?

I lunge for the door, my shaking hand closing around the knob. It's hot to the touch, the metal searing my palm. I grit my teeth against the pain and turn it, smoke billowing out as I wrench the door open.

"Derrick!" I cough out, squinting into the haze. "Derrick, where are you?"

I take a step forward, my heart in my throat. And then I see him.

He's sprawled on the concrete floor, his legs twisted beneath him at an unnatural angle. Blood trickles from a gash on his temple, mixing with the soot smudged across his face. His eyes are closed, his chest still.

"No," I whisper, staggering towards him. "No, no, no."

I drop to my knees beside him, my hands hovering uselessly over his motionless form. Tears blur my vision as I reach out to feel for a pulse, to prove to myself that this isn't real. That he isn't...

My fingers tremble as I press them to Derrick's neck, desperate to feel the steady thrum of his pulse. A choked sob escapes my throat when I find it, weak and thready but undeniably there.

"Derrick," I plead, cupping his face in my hands. "Wake up. Please wake up."

His eyelids flutter and then slowly open, his unfocused gaze drifting over my face. "Lainey?" he croaks, his voice hoarse from the smoke.

"I'm here," I assure him, blinking back tears of relief. "You're going to be okay. I'm going to get you out of here."

But as I start to slide my arm beneath his shoulders, Derrick's eyes suddenly widen in alarm. He stares at something over my shoulder, raw fear contorting his soot-streaked features.

"Lainey, behind you-"

I start to turn, my heart leaping into my throat. But before I can see what has Derrick so terrified, a large hand clamps down over my mouth and nose. The acrid scent of smoke is instantly replaced by a cloying chemical smell, sweet and cloying like rotting fruit.

Then the world tilts sideways and darkness floods in.


TWENTY-TWO
MARCUS


“Well, shit.” Reign takes the beer I offer him, condensation already beading on the bottle. “I guess that’s one way to break the news.”

I drop into the chair beside him.

“You know me. Subtlety’s never been my strong suit. You should have seen his face. The kid was fucking devastated.”

“Can’t say I blame him. Finding out your ex is screwing your old man? That’s gotta sting.”

“Thanks for that colorful description.”

It’s the day after Lorena Castellano’s wedding, and I’m sitting out on the back deck with Reign, trying to make sense of the mess I’ve made.

To say that last night was a clusterfuck would be the understatement of the century.

I always knew Axel would be pissed when he found out about Lainey and me. Hell, I'd be furious too if I was in his shoes. But I underestimated how much it would tear me up inside to see my own son look at me with such betrayal.

Now, the guilt is eating away at me, even though I know Lainey and I did nothing wrong. She's not some conquest or flavor of the month. What we have is real. I'm crazy about her in a way I haven't felt in decades, maybe ever. She's mine, body and soul.

But that doesn't change the fact that I went behind my son's back and started dating his ex-girlfriend. There's no getting around how fucked up that is. I feel like the world's shittiest father. A traitor to my own blood.

Worst of all, Lainey had to stand there and witness Axel's reaction firsthand. I saw the way her face crumpled, how she tried to shrink into herself as if she could disappear completely. She looked so damn young and vulnerable in that moment that it broke my heart.

“Well, for what it’s worth, no one at the reception noticed anything was off,” Reign says, his tone matter-of-fact. “The three of you hid it well. You didn’t start throwing punches in the middle of the dance floor.”

“Give me some credit,” I mutter, though the thought had crossed my mind when I saw the fury in Axel’s eyes. “I’m not completely uncivilized. I know better than to ruin the bride’s big day.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Fuck if I know.”

“You’re not going to at least try talking to Axel?”

“And say what? ‘Sorry that I’m banging your ex-girlfriend, son. Hope we can all do Thanksgiving together?’”

Reign chuckles. “Maybe leave out the ‘banging’ part.”

I scrub a hand over my face, feeling the scratch of my beard against my palm. 

“I don’t know how to fix this at all, Reign. You know how I am with emotional stuff.”

“Do you love her?”

The question catches me off guard. 

Although Reign and I have been brothers in arms for over two decades, we've never been the type to have heart-to-hearts about our love lives. We're both lone wolves, married to the job and our own independence. I can count on one hand the number of times Reign's even mentioned a woman to me, and vice versa.

So hearing him ask me point-blank if I love Lainey throws me for a loop.

I take a long pull from my beer, buying myself a moment to gather my thoughts.

"Yeah," I finally say, meeting Reign's gaze head-on. "I do love her. More than I ever thought possible at this stage in my life. She's everything to me."

"Then fight for her. Don't let this shit with Axel ruin the best thing that's happened to you in years. Talk to your son, try to make him understand. But don't give up on Lainey because things are getting messy."

Now, it’s my turn to chuckle.

“Trust me, giving her up was never part of the plan. She's mine. No matter what happens with Axel. And since when did you get so wise about relationships?”

Reign smirks.

“I’m not. I just know you, you stubborn bastard. Now get off your ass and go fix this before you lose them both.”

I’m about to respond when my phone buzzes in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see Axel’s name on the screen.

“Shit,” I mutter, staring at the phone.

Reign raises an eyebrow. “Axel?”

I nod, debating whether to let it go to voicemail. But something tells me I need to answer.

“Dad, you’ve gotta come quick!” Axel’s voice comes through breathless and panicked. “I’m at the diner. There’s smoke coming from the back of the building.”

The beer bottle slips from my hand, shattering on the deck. 

“Is Lainey there?”

“I think she might be. Her car is outside. The fire trucks just got here, but I’m worried about her.”

“I’ll be there in 15.”

I jump to my feet as I hang up.

Reign’s watching me, tension radiating off him. “What’s wrong?”

“Fire at the diner. Lainey might be inside.” The words come out strangled. “We gotta go. Now.”

He’s up in an instant. “I’ll drive.”

The two of us sprint through the backyard and around the side of the house to Reign’s truck. I barely have the door closed before he’s peeling out of the driveway.

My mind’s racing faster than the truck, imagining every worst-case scenario. Lainey trapped, scared, alone. Smoke filling her lungs. Flames closing in.

“She’ll be okay,” Reign says, as if reading my thoughts. “Lainey’s tough. You’ve said so yourself a million times.”

He’s right. I force myself to breathe. To think. But my mind keeps circling back to all the ways this could go wrong. 

All the things I haven’t told her.

The speedometer climbs past eighty as we tear down the mountain road.

Images flash through my mind faster than I can process them. The ring box sitting in my nightstand drawer, waiting for the right moment. The way Lainey looked this morning in my shirt, sunlight in her hair. Her smile when she promised to be home for dinner.

I can’t lose her.

The thought pounds through my head with each turn of the wheels. Everything I want, everything I need, is in that building. The woman who brought me back to life. The woman I was going to ask to be my wife.

She has to be okay. She has to be.
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I launch myself from Reign’s truck as we pull up to the Piney Creek Diner. 

Three fire trucks block the street and thick smoke billows from the back entrance. Emergency lights paint everything in alternating flashes of red and white against the afternoon sky, illuminating the crowd that’s gathered to watch.

“Dad! Over here!”

Axel’s voice cuts through my rising panic as he ducks under the caution tape and runs toward us.

“I’ve been trying her phone for the last twenty minutes. It keeps going straight to voicemail.”

“Keep trying,” I tell him as I approach the nearest firefighter.

The man turns at our footsteps, already lifting his hand in a stopping gesture.

“Sir, this is an active scene. You need to stay behind the tape.”

“Screw the tape. What the hell happened?” I demand.

“Looks like a small kitchen fire. We’ve put it out now, but there’s still quite a bit of smoke from the accelerant.” He gestures toward the smoke still pouring from the rear of the building. “The structure’s mostly intact, though. Just some damage to the back area.”

My shoulders sag with relief at the news that the diner is okay. I glance over at the ambulance.

“And Lainey’s okay, too?”

“Who?”

“Lainey. The owner.”

The firefighter frowns. 

“We did a complete sweep of the building, sir. There was no one inside when we arrived.”

Ice floods my veins as his words sink in. 

“That’s impossible,” I growl. “Her car is right over there.”

“Sir, I can assure you that my team did a thorough search. The building is empty.”

My hands clench into fists as fear and rage war in my chest.

Four hours ago, she was safe in my bed, laughing at my protectiveness. Three hours ago, she kissed me goodbye, promising to hurry back. Now, her car sits abandoned in a cloud of smoke, and no one can tell me where she is.

I shove past the firefighter, ignoring his shouts as I sprint toward the diner’s entrance. My heart pounds against my ribs with each step. 

The smoke stings my eyes as I burst through the front doors. 

“Lainey!” 

My voice echoes through the empty dining room. Water from the fire hoses pools on the checkerboard floor, reflecting the emergency lights streaming through the windows. 

“Lainey, baby, where are you?”

I race through the dining room, my boots splashing through puddles as I check every possible space. Reign and Axel fan out behind me while angry shouts from the firefighters follow us inside.

I throw open every door, every cabinet big enough to hide a person.

The walk-in freezer where she stores those pies she’s so proud of.

The storage pantry where she keeps her father’s recipes.

Empty.

All empty.

Each space I check ratchets my fear higher.

“Check the security cameras.” Axel’s voice cuts through my frantic searching. “She had them installed a while back.”

Hope flares in my chest as I spin toward him “Where are they?” 

“The office.” He points down the hallway. “Through there.” 

We burst into the tiny office, cramped with all three of us plus the firefighters who’ve caught up. An old desk holds a monitor showing multiple camera views of the diner. 

Reign immediately drops into the chair, his fingers flying over the keyboard.

“How far back can we look?” I demand, gripping the back of the chair as I lean in. My knuckles turn white against the worn leather.

Suddenly, the office door slams open. We all whirl around to see Ruby standing in the doorway, her red hair wild and her green eyes blazing.

“What the hell is going on?” she demands, looking from me to Axel to Reign. “I got here as fast as I could when I heard about the fire. Where’s Lainey?”

Axel steps forward, his face etched with worry. 

“Her car’s out front, but we can’t find her anywhere. We’re checking the security footage now.”

Ruby’s eyes narrow, fixing on me with laser-like intensity. “And where were you when this happened?”

I bristle at the accusation in her tone, but before I can respond, Reign cuts in.

“I’ve got something.” 

The screen splits into four feeds, each showing a different angle of the diner. My hands grip the back of Reign’s chair as he scrolls through the morning’s footage.

What I see next nearly brings me to my knees.

Lainey lies limp between two men, her hands bound behind her back. Her head lolls against one man’s shoulder as they drag her toward a black SUV. My stomach lurches at how small she looks between them, how vulnerable.

One of the men turns, and that’s when I see his face. 

Enzo Castellano.

“Son of a bitch!” I snarl.

Enzo’s dark eyes flick toward the camera, a smirk playing on his lips. He knows exactly what he’s doing. The bastard wants me to see this.

We watch in stunned silence as Enzo and his goon load Lainey into the back of a black SUV. Her head lolls to the side, and I catch a glimpse of her face. Her skin is pale, and her eyes are closed. My chest constricts.

“Why is her head bobbing like that?” Ruby wails. “Has she been drugged or something?”

“Definitely,” Reign says grimly. “Look at how they’re handling her. She’s out cold.”

The SUV peels out of the parking lot, tires squealing against the asphalt. The timestamp on the footage shows this happened three hours ago.

A police officer who entered the office during the playback speaks up. 

“I’ve called in the plate number. We’ll put out an APB immediately.”

Ruby’s sobs fill the tiny office as she collapses against Axel. But beneath my fear, something darker rises. Something primal and violent that I haven’t felt since my last deployment. Something I’ve kept carefully caged for years.

I catch Reign’s eye, and I know he’s thinking the same thing. We’ve been here before, in other countries, other wars. This is what we’re trained for.

“Let’s go,” I growl, already heading for the door.

“Wait, where are you going?” Axel calls after us.

I don’t bother to answer. There’s no time to explain, no time to wait for the cops to bumble their way through this. Every second counts.

Reign and I storm out of the office together.

“How much gear you got in the truck?” I ask Reign as we sprint down the hallway.

His lips curve into a smirk. “Enough to start a war.”

Good. We’re going to need every weapon, every tactical advantage we can get our hands on.

“Dad, wait!” Axel’s voice cuts through the chaos. He jogs up to us, his face flushed and eyes wild. “I’m coming with you.”

For a second, I almost consider it. 

The determination in Axel’s eyes reminds me of myself at his age - headstrong, desperate to prove himself. But there’s no way I’m going to risk losing him too.

“No,” I say, gripping his shoulder. “I want you to stay here with Ruby. She needs you right now.”

Axel’s jaw clenches, ready to argue, but I cut him off. 

“Listen to me. I promise you, I’m going to bring her back. But I need to know you’re safe. Can you do that for me?”

Something in my tone must get through to him because he nods reluctantly. 

“Okay,” he says, swallowing hard. “But you better bring her back.”

I pull him into a fierce hug, something I haven’t done in years. 

“I will,” I whisper roughly. “I promise.”

As I release him, I see the sheen of tears in his eyes. It hits me then - how much Lainey means to both of us, how she’s become the heart of our fractured family.

Axel’s voice cracks slightly.

“And you better come back too, old man.”

Despite everything, I manage a small smile. 

“Count on it, kid.”


TWENTY-THREE
LAINEY


My head feels like it’s been split open with an ax, and my vision swims when I try to open my eyes. 

Everything’s a blur—shapes and shadows that don’t make sense. 

I blink hard, trying to clear the fog, but the pounding in my skull only gets worse. The air smells stale, like damp wood and something metallic. 

Where the hell am I?

I shift, or try to, but my wrists are pinned behind me, bound so tightly the rope bites into my skin. Panic surges, raw and immediate, as I yank against the restraints. 

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, my voice hoarse. My heart’s racing, thumping so loud it drowns out everything else.

The memories come in brutal flashes. Smoke filling the diner kitchen. Strong hands grabbing me from behind. Derrick’s voice saying “I’m sorry” before something pressed against my mouth, sharp and chemical. Then darkness. 

They drugged me. The realization makes my stomach heave. Whatever they gave me still pulses through my system, making my thoughts scatter like leaves in the wind. My tongue feels thick. Words tangle before they form.

Focus. I need to focus.

I force my eyes open wider, willing the room to stop spinning. Wooden walls rise around me, the panels weathered with age. Faded curtains hang limp against grimy windows. Beyond them, water stretches blue and endless. 

Something about this place tugs at my memory, but the drugs twist everything into nightmare shapes.

The rope burns with each small movement. My shoulders scream from being wrenched backward. Sweat trickles down my spine.

“Hello?” The word scrapes past my dry throat. Silence answers.

A muffled thud echoes through the wall. Then, a grunt of pain. I know that voice.

“Derrick?” I try to turn my head toward the sound. The movement sends the room spinning.

Another thud. Another pained sound. They have Derrick, too.

The chair beneath me is solid oak. Heavy. Professional knots hold me in place, precise and unforgiving. These people know exactly what they’re doing.

I think of Marcus. Does he know I’m missing? Just this morning he kissed me goodbye at the cabin, told me to drive safe down the mountain. Said he’d see me for dinner.

Tears burn, but I blink them back. I can’t break. Not now. Marcus will come. He has to come. 

The view through the window slowly sharpens into familiar shapes. Pine trees frame a wooden dock stretching into calm water. Recognition slams through me with stunning force.

The lake house. My parents’ lake house. This room was my childhood bedroom during summer vacations. The same walls where I hung posters of boy bands. The same window where I watched storms roll across the water.

The door creaks open, and a figure steps inside. Through the haze of drugs, I squint to make out his features.

Enzo Castellano. He's carrying a gun, the metal glinting in the dim light.

He looks different than he did at his daughter's wedding—his suit replaced by dark jeans and a black shirt, his eyes hard and calculating.

"Lainey," he says, his voice smooth as silk. "I trust you're finding everything satisfactory?"

I stare at him, my tongue thick in my mouth. "What did you give me?"

A smile curves his lips, but it doesn't reach his eyes. "Just something to ease the journey. No need to worry."

He steps closer, his expensive cologne filling my nostrils. I try to shrink back, but the ropes hold me in place.

"Derrick," I manage to say. "Where's Derrick?"

Enzo's expression darkens. "Ah, yes. Derrick. It seems he thought he could double-cross me after all the generosity I've shown him over the years."

Fear claws up my throat. "What are you talking about?"

He leans in, his breath hot against my cheek. "I can't have people thinking they can betray me and get away with it, Lainey. Surely you understand that."

My heart pounds so hard I feel it in my temples. Enzo straightens, running a hand along the gun barrel.

"You see, I had such high hopes for Derrick. Thought he could be an asset to my business. But it appears his loyalty was...misplaced."

He moves to the window, looking out at the tranquil lake. The same view I once found so peaceful now fills me with dread.

"I brought you here because I know how much this place means to you. I wanted you to be comfortable while we sort out this unpleasantness with Derrick."

My mouth goes dry. "Please, Enzo. Don't hurt him."

He turns back to me, his eyes glittering in the shadows. "You always were a clever girl, Lainey. So quick to put others before yourself."

The gun swings lazily from his hand as he approaches me again. I can't tear my gaze away from the barrel. From the way his finger rests on the trigger.

"Unfortunately, it's not that simple. Derrick made his choice. Now he has to face the consequences."

Desperation claws through me. "Enzo, please⁠—"

"Shhh." He presses a finger to my lips, silencing me. "Don't waste your breath begging. It won't change anything."

Tears sting my eyes, but I blink them back. I won't let him see me break.

“What do you want?” I ask him. Each syllable feels like molasses.

Enzo's lips curve into a cold smile. "Lainey, Lainey, Lainey. You already know what I want."

He circles behind me. My pulse thrums in my ears as I strain against the ropes, desperate for any give.

"I want the diner," he says. "That little piece of prime real estate you've been clinging to like a life raft."

Anger surges past the drugs, hot and bright.

"You can't have it," I spit out. "I won't let you take it from me."

“Everything has a price.” His smile never reaches his eyes. “Everyone has a breaking point.”

Enzo rises with predatory grace. Each movement calculated for maximum effect. He adjusts his cuffs with surgical precision.

“I had hoped to be civil about this.” False regret colors his tone. “You leave me no choice.”

The gun appears in his hand. My heart stutters as he places it on the table beside me.

“The papers are simple.” A folder joins the gun. “One signature ends this. You walk away wealthy. Free to build any legacy you choose.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Then we explore less pleasant alternatives.” His voice stays conversational. “Your brother’s fingers are quite valuable to him.” A crash from the next room. “And after him, we’ll discuss your kneecaps. Nothing fatal. But you won’t serve coffee again.”

The drugs blur his face but the gun stays crystal clear. “You’re insane.”

“I’m a businessman.” He studies his watch. “You have one hour to decide. Use it wisely.”

“They’ll come looking for me.” The words ring hollow even as I speak them. The diner is closed. No one expects me until dinner.

“Who?” Cruel amusement twists his smile. “Your brother gave us this location before he had his change of heart. Foolish boy thought he could double-cross me. Now he pays the price.” Another pained sound filters through the wall. “And that mountain man you’re seeing? He doesn’t even know you’re gone.”

The door closes with quiet menace. I stare at the folder holding my father’s legacy. Everything I’ve fought to preserve. The gun glints beside it, patient and waiting.

Tears burn but I refuse to let them fall. The drugs make everything feel distant, unreal. But fear cuts through the haze with crystal clarity.

Marcus will come. I cling to that certainty. I just need to survive until he finds me. But my thoughts keep fracturing, scattering like broken glass.

The rope slices deeper as I work the knots. One hour. Sixty minutes to find escape or lose everything.

The lake sparkles beyond dirty windows. The same view from countless childhood mornings now feels like a farewell. My stomach heaves. The drugs pull me under, make planning impossible. But one thought burns through the fog.

Will he reach me in time?

Time stretches endlessly in the heavy silence. Blood slicks my wrists where the rope has rubbed them raw. Each pull against my restraints sends fresh pain through my shoulders, but the sharp sting helps cut through the drug-induced haze.

From the next room, Derrick has gone quiet. The silence terrifies me more than his earlier sounds of pain.

My arms ache from being wrenched backward and my muscles protest each small movement as exhaustion pulls at me like a weight.

What if Marcus doesn’t find me? The thought opens a pit in my stomach. What if he comes too late, after Enzo has already broken me? Marcus always calls me his brave girl when things get hard. His faith in me never wavers.

But I don’t feel brave now.

Another wave of dizziness hits. The room tilts and spins as tears finally spill down my cheeks.

Marcus would hate seeing me like this. Reduced to someone small and scared and helpless. He believes in me so completely. Sees something in me I can’t always see in myself. But I’m not strong now. Not with whatever drugs they gave me still pulsing through my system. Not with my brother’s silence screaming through the wall.

My chest tightens until breathing becomes difficult. The ropes aren’t just holding my body captive. They’re crushing everything inside me. Every hope. Every dream. Every bit of courage I thought I possessed.

The folder on the table holds my father’s legacy. Everything he worked for. One signature would end this nightmare. Would keep Derrick’s fingers intact. Would let me walk away with enough money to start fresh.

The thought makes bile rise in my throat.

A soft whimper escapes before I can stop it. The sound is foreign and broken in the heavy air. I barely recognize it as my own voice.

Is this what breaking feels like? This slow crumbling from the inside out?

Another sound filters through the wall. A grunt. A thud. The sharp crack of something breaking. They’re hurting Derrick again. Each pained noise cuts through me. We used to protect each other when we were young. Now we’re both trapped in this nightmare of his making, and I can’t save either of us.

The despair rises higher. 

I’m not brave enough for this. Not strong enough to hold onto my father’s dreams while my brother screams in the next room. Not capable of being the person Marcus believes me to be.

The truth settles over me with crushing weight. I might die in this room. In this house that once held such happy memories. The last thing I’ll see will be this view of the lake that holds the ghosts of a thousand summer days.

Maybe that’s what breaking really means. Not the moment when pain becomes too much, but the instant you realize no one is coming to save you. That all your strength means nothing in the face of reality.


TWENTY-FOUR
MARCUS


Reign and I race out of the diner and outside into the parking lot.

It’s buzzing with activity as fire crews pack up their equipment. The smoke has mostly cleared now, revealing scorched walls around the kitchen’s back entrance. Local news vans are starting to arrive, and reporters are already setting up their cameras to capture the scene.

None of them know they’re covering the wrong story.

Reign’s truck sits running at the edge of the lot, away from the chaos. He’s been on his phone since we left the diner, mobilizing the network we built for exactly this kind of situation. In our line of work, official channels move too slow. The cops will follow procedure, file reports, and wait for warrants.

Every minute they waste is another minute Lainey’s in danger.

I slide into the passenger seat just as Reign ends another call.

“Just got off the phone with Rich Hunt,” Reign says. “He’s sending a crew our way and has agreed to run offsite tactical.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Hunt? Didn’t one of his guys blow up a town square back in Maine a few years ago?”

Reign nods, already tapping away at his phone.

“The very same. He’s got eyes on the traffic cams as we speak.”

“Can we trust him?”

I don’t like wildcards, especially not when Lainey’s life is on the line.

Reign looks up, his steel-gray eyes meeting mine.

“Rich and I go way back. He was with us in Kandahar.”

That’s all I need to hear. If Reign vouches for him, that’s good enough for me. Still, my fingers drum an anxious rhythm on my thigh as I process this new information.

Reign’s phone buzzes. He glances at it, then back at me.

“Rich just pulled the GPS from Enzo’s car. He’s sending coordinates now.”

The map loads on the dash display, a blinking red dot marking their location. My breath catches as the address registers. Memories of Lainey’s voice surface, soft and wistful as she told me about childhood summers spent on the water.

“That’s Lainey’s parents’ old place.” Something cold settles in my gut. “The lakehouse up by Cooper’s Ridge.”

“You sure?”

“She told me about it last week. Her father used to take them there every summer before her mom got sick.” I remember how her eyes lit up describing those memories. “They had to sell it when the medical bills started piling up.”

“Who owns it now?”

“Some investment company bought it at auction. Place has been sitting empty for years.” The pieces slot together with brutal clarity. “Perfect spot if you don’t want to be found. No neighbors, minimal traffic.”

“How well do you know the property?”

“Never been inside, but I know the layout from county records.” I close my eyes, recalling the satellite images I’d studied after Lainey first mentioned the place. Old habits from my military days never quite fade. “Main house sits about two hundred yards back from the road. Heavy tree cover provides privacy. One access road in, backs up to the lake. Nearest neighbor is over a mile away.”

“Smart choice for what they’re planning.”

Reign reaches behind his seat, punching in a code on the hidden gun safe built into the floor. The hydraulic lid opens with a hiss.

“Castellano’s crew runs heavy. You want the M4 or the Sig?”

I pull out both weapons and check the magazines. “Both.”

We work in practiced silence, falling into a routine carved into muscle memory.

Tactical vests slide over our shoulders. Extra magazines click into place. Combat knives settle against thighs. Each piece of equipment is another step toward getting her back, another layer between Castellano and what’s mine.

Reign hands me an earpiece.

“Hunt’s patched into local frequencies. He’ll alert us if anyone approaches the property. Body armor’s fresh and rated for anything they’re likely to throw at us.”

I slide a backup pistol into my ankle holster, double-checking the straps on my vest.

Reign guns the engine as we hit the mountain roads, taking the curves faster than any local would dare. The SUV’s specialized suspension absorbs each turn like it was built for this. Because it was.

The afternoon sun filters through dense forest as we climb higher into Cooper’s Ridge. My mind drifts to Lainey, to the steel hidden beneath her soft exterior.

She’s so much stronger than anyone gives her credit for. I’ve watched her run that diner single-handedly, watched her handle crisis after crisis without breaking.

My girl’s got fire in her soul. Even now, scared and alone, she won’t give up. Won’t break. Part of me hates that she has to be strong right now. I want to shelter her from everything, to be the wall between her and any threat.

But I know she’s fighting. Know she’s holding on, waiting for me to find her.

“What’s Castellano’s angle here?” Reign’s voice breaks through the engine’s growl. “Why take her in broad daylight?”

I stare at the winding road ahead, connecting threads I should have seen sooner. “The diner. It’s always been about the diner.”

“The diner?”

“That land’s worth millions. Prime spot between Cooper Heights and the mountain communities. Forty acres backing up to national parkland.” The reality of it hits me harder with each word. “Developers have been circling that property for years.”

“And Derrick’s gambling debts aren’t exactly a secret.” Reign’s jaw tightens.

"Enzo probably thinks that Derrick double-crossed him," I say, my mind racing through the implications.

Reign glances over, his brow furrowed. "How so?"

"Derrick's been talking about selling the diner to another developer instead of Enzo. Says he found someone offering a better price, enough to pay off his gambling debts and then some. He even took Lainey to a lunch meeting with the guy a few weeks ago."

Reign's jaw tightens. "And Enzo got wind of it."

"Must have. Derrick's not exactly known for his discretion." I shake my head, anger simmering beneath my skin. "The idiot probably thought he could play both sides, get a bidding war going."

"But Enzo doesn't want the money." Reign's voice is grim. "He wants the land."

“Exactly.”

Rage burns cold in my chest. Enzo Castellano badly miscalculated. He thinks this is about real estate, about forcing a signature from a small-town girl. He has no idea what he’s stepped into. Because no one is taking anything from Lainey.

Not while I’m breathing.

Reign steers the SUV onto an unmarked dirt road, branches scraping against the sides. The lake access runs behind the main property, hidden from view of the house. Perfect for what we need.

“We’ve got movement on the property.” Reign’s voice sharpens. “Hunt’s drone picked up two vehicles near the house.”

“Any thermals?”

“Five heat signatures inside. Looks like Lainey might be in the back room.”

I nod, mentally mapping the approach.

“Kill the engine here. We’ll move in on foot.”

Reign guides the SUV behind a thick cluster of pines, letting it coast to a silent stop. The lake gleams through the trees ahead, the afternoon sun painting the water gold.

“Two minutes to get in position.” Reign checks his comm link. “Hunt’s got eyes on all access points. No one leaves without us knowing.”

I pull my rifle close, double-checking the sight.

Years of training take over as we move through the underbrush, each step silent and measured. The house comes into view through the trees - weathered wood and wide windows, exactly as Lainey described it. A black sedan sits in the curved driveway.

“Front door’s clear.” Reign’s voice comes low through the comm. “Guard’s moved to the east side. Getting into position at the rear entrance.”

I scan the windows, looking for movement. But from this angle, heavy curtains block the view inside. My jaw clenches at the thought of Lainey in there, waiting, not knowing help is coming.

Through the comm, I hear Reign’s measured breathing as he circles to the back of the house. Years of missions together mean we barely need words anymore. He knows exactly how I’ll move, where I’ll be.

“In position.” His whisper crackles through the earpiece. “On your mark.”

I take one last look at the house, remembering Lainey’s stories about summer mornings on that wraparound porch. Her father teaching her to fish off the dock. Family dinners watching the sunset.

No one gets to take those memories from her. No one gets to use her childhood sanctuary against her.

My finger settles against the trigger guard. “Moving in three...”

A door slams inside the house.

The sound bounces off the lake, sharp in the afternoon quiet. The guard on the east side turns his head, hand moving to his earpiece. His moment of distraction is all I need.

I close the distance to the front steps in six silent strides.

The guard starts to turn back, his eyes widening as he registers movement. Too late.

My boot connects with the front door. The impact shudders up my leg as wood splinters around the lock.

Two sharp cracks echo from the back of the house. Reign’s signature double-tap. I clear the entryway in a smooth sweep, my rifle moving in precise arcs as I scan for threats.

A man appears at the end of the hallway, his hand fumbling for the gun at his waistband. Amateur. The recoil of my rifle feels familiar as I put a round through his shoulder. He goes down with a grunt, weapon clattering across the hardwood.

“Tango down front.”

I step over him, registering details automatically.

Expensive suit. Manicured hands. One of Castellano’s society thugs playing at being muscle.

“Moving to main room.”

“Two down back.” Reign’s voice carries the same steady calm it had in Fallujah. “No shot without risk of...”

His words fade as I focus on the closed door at the end of the hall.

The thermal imaging showed Lainey in the back room. Twenty feet of hallway suddenly feels like miles. Blood pounds in my ears, every instinct screaming to run to her. But training wins out. I maintain my pace, checking corners, staying tactical.

“Marcus.” Lainey’s voice carries through the wood, tight with fear but strong. So strong. My heart clenches at the sound. “Marcus, he’s got a gun.”

The door flies open with enough force to dent the wall.

Enzo Castellano stands behind Lainey, using her as a shield.

His arm locks around her throat while his other hand presses a pistol to her temple. Her wrists are bound in front of her with what looks like zip ties, already rubbed raw.

But when her eyes meet mine, there’s no fear. No begging. Just pure, burning rage that matches the inferno in my chest.

“Drop it.” Castellano’s voice shakes slightly, betraying his desperation. “Or I paint the walls with her blood.”

My rifle stays trained on him, seeking any opening. He’s holding her too close for a clean shot. Six years running Cooper Heights’ underworld has taught him enough to know how to use a human shield.

“It’s over, Enzo.” I keep my voice steady, watching his tells. Through my earpiece, I hear Reign moving into position. “You really think you’re walking out of here?”

“Shut up.” Sweat beads on his forehead. His finger twitches against the trigger. “Just shut up and drop the weapon.”

I catalog every detail, searching for weakness. The tremor in his gun hand. The way he keeps glancing toward the french doors. The blood seeping through his sleeve where Reign’s bullet caught him.

Lainey’s eyes never leave mine. Her bound hands move slightly against her thigh, drawing my attention.

Three fingers spread. Then two.

She’s counting down.

“Last chance.” Castellano starts edging toward the french doors, dragging her with him. “Drop it or-”

Lainey moves before he can finish.

Her elbow drives back into his ribs as she drops her full weight, creating the space I need. My finger squeezes the trigger.

The shot cracks through the room.

Castellano’s head snaps back, a red mist blooming behind him. His grip on Lainey goes slack as he crumples.

I’m across the room before his body hits the floor.

Lainey stumbles forward into my arms, shaking but alive. So blessedly alive. My rifle clatters to the ground as I pull her close, one hand cupping her face while the other searches for injuries.

“I knew you’d come,” she sobs. “I knew you would find me.”

Her voice breaks as she presses into my touch. A bruise darkens her cheek, and fury rises fresh in my chest. My thumb brushes gently over the bruise. The urge to kill Castellano again, slower this time, burns through me.

“Castellano did this to you?”

“Yes.” Her jaw tightens, but I feel the tremor running through her. “When I wouldn’t sign the papers. He said no one was coming for me. That no one even knew where to look.”

“I knew where to look.” I tilt her face up, needing her to see the truth in my eyes. “I knew you were here, sweetheart.”

I pull the knife from my vest, carefully sliding it between her skin and the zip ties. Her wrists are raw, angry red marks showing where the plastic cut in. My hands shake with rage at the sight, but I keep my touch gentle.

“Hold still, sweetheart. Almost got it.”

The ties snap free.

Lainey immediately wraps her arms around my neck, pressing her face into my chest. I feel her tears soaking through my shirt, feel the tremors running through her small frame. My arms lock around her.

Reign’s voice carries from the hallway.

“Derrick’s back here, and he’s pretty banged up. Life flight is on their way.”

Lainey’s hands fist in my vest.

“I tried to fight them.”

She pulls back just enough to meet my eyes, fierce despite her tears. One hand comes up to touch my face, like she needs to make sure I’m real.

“When I realized what was happening. But I couldn’t make my body work right.”

“You did perfect.”

I press my lips to her forehead, breathing in the familiar scent of her shampoo beneath the smoke from the diner.

“You stayed alive and you gave me time to find you,” I tell her. “You even gave me the opening I needed with Castellano. My brave, brilliant girl.”

Her fingers trace the tactical vest, lingering over the bullet-proof plating.

“You came ready for war.”

“Of course I did. They took what’s mine.” The words rumble from deep in my chest. My hand cups her cheek, thumb wiping away tears. “Did they hurt you anywhere else?”

She shakes her head, but I feel her swaying against me.

“No. Just the drugs. Everything’s still so fuzzy.”

I sweep her up into my arms before she can finish.

She curls into my chest instantly, like she belongs there. Because she does. Her weight in my arms settles something primal in my chest.

“Let’s get you checked out. The medical team’s waiting outside.”

“Don’t leave.” Her fingers curl into my shirt, voice small and vulnerable in a way that breaks my heart. “Please. I don’t want to be alone.”

“Never.” I tighten my hold on her precious weight. “You’re stuck with me now, sweetheart. For good.”

She presses her face into my neck, her breath warm against my skin. “Promise?”

“I promise.” My lips brush her temple. “You’re mine, Lainey Daniels. Forever.”


TWENTY-FIVE
LAINEY


Sunlight streams through Marcus’s bedroom window, warming my face as I curl deeper into his ridiculously comfortable bed.

My body aches from yesterday’s ordeal. But it’s not from injury. It’s the kind of soreness that comes from too much adrenaline and tension.

“Morning, gorgeous. You sleep okay?”

Marcus’s deep voice pulls me from my drowsy state. I blink, focusing on his tall frame in the doorway. He’s holding a mug of steaming coffee in one hand and a plate of toast in the other.

“Mmm, yeah. This bed always feels like a cloud.” I stretch, wincing slightly at the lingering stiffness in my muscles.

He approaches, setting the items on the nightstand. “Thought you might be hungry. You up for some breakfast?”

I sit up, running a hand through my tangled hair.

“Marcus, you don’t have to baby me. I should get up and head to the diner. There’s so much to do after⁠—”

“Nope,” he cuts me off, his amber eyes stern. “You need to rest and let yourself be babied for once. The diner can wait.”

I sigh, torn between appreciating his care and feeling antsy about neglecting my responsibilities. “I’m not used to this, you know. Being taken care of.”

His expression softens.

“I know, sweetheart. But after everything that happened yesterday, you deserve a break. Let me do this for you.”

My heart flutters at the tenderness in his voice. It’s still strange, reconciling this gentle side of Marcus with the gruff, distant man I thought I knew. I reach for the coffee, inhaling its rich aroma.

“Fine,” I concede. “But just for today. Tomorrow, it’s back to reality.”

He chuckles, the sound warming me more than the coffee ever could.

“We’ll see about that. Now, eat your toast before it gets cold. Oh, and Ruby called. She’s on her way up.”

“You didn’t have to tell her where your secret mountain hideout is.” I accept the coffee, breathing in the familiar scent. “She’s never going to leave you alone now.”

“Pretty sure it stopped being secret the moment I carried you out of that club.”

His lips quirk as he sits beside me, the mattress dipping under his weight. One hand comes up to cup my cheek, thumb brushing over my skin.

“How are you really feeling? And don’t say ‘fine.’”

I lean into his touch, letting myself draw strength from his steady presence. “Honestly? I keep replaying everything.” My voice catches. “How did I not see it coming?”

“Because you trust people. You see the good in them.” Marcus’s jaw tightens.

“I know I should hate him.” I stare into my coffee, watching the cream swirl. Hot tears threaten, but I blink them back. “But he’s still my brother. Even after everything.”

“That’s because you have a good heart.” Marcus brushes a strand of hair from my face, his touch impossibly gentle for hands so strong. “It’s one of the things I love about you.”

The casual way he says it – like it’s the most natural thing in the world – makes my heart skip. Before I can respond, I hear the doorbell ring.

“That’ll be Ruby.” Marcus stands, dropping a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll let her in. You want anything else? Eggs? Those protein bars you pretend to hate but keep stealing?”

I throw a pillow at him.

“I don’t steal them. I confiscate them for your own good. No one should eat that many protein bars.”

His laughter follows him down the stairs.

Moments later, Ruby bursts into the bedroom like a tattooed tornado. Her hair is pulled back in a messy bun, and her mascara has left dark smudges under her eyes from crying. She clutches Spike’s travel carrier in front of her like a shield, her knuckles white against the plastic.

The sight of my best friend, normally so vibrant and full of life, looking small and scared makes my throat tight. Ruby sets the carrier down carefully and crosses the room in quick steps.

“I brought Spike,” she says, her voice wavering. “I know how much he helps when you’re stressed and I just…”

She stops, pressing her lips together as fresh tears spill.

I open my arms and she collapses onto the bed beside me, burying her face in my shoulder. Her whole body shakes with sobs.

“I’m okay,” I whisper, stroking her hair. “I promise I’m okay.”

Ruby pulls back, her green eyes swimming with tears. “When I saw Enzo drag you out of the diner... I thought... I don’t even know what I thought. My mind went to the worst places. I was so afraid something bad would happen.”

“But it didn’t.” I squeeze her hands. “Marcus found me. He brought me home.”

Ruby turns to Marcus, who stands quietly in the doorway watching us. The morning light catches the bruise on his jaw, evidence of what he went through to get to me.

“Thank you.” Ruby’s voice cracks. “For bringing her back.”

Something shifts in Marcus’s expression. A softening around his eyes that most people never get to see.

“Always,” he says simply.

From his carrier, Spike scratches at the plastic, wanting attention. Ruby wipes her eyes and moves to let him out, gathering him close. The familiar sight of her cradling our scaly baby makes me smile despite everything.

“And what about Derrick?” Ruby asks softly. “Is he okay?”

“He’s in the hospital. Enzo beat him up pretty bad when he wouldn’t cooperate.”

Ruby’s eyes widen. “But he’ll be alright?”

I nod, swallowing hard. “Yeah, he’ll live. Broken ribs, concussion, some internal bruising. But he’ll recover.”

Physically, at least.

Our relationship is another story. The betrayal cuts deep, a wound that won’t heal easily. Even if we try to rebuild what we’ve lost, we have a long road ahead of us. Part of me wants to write him off completely, but he’s still my brother.

“Oh, and Axel’s on his way over, too,” she says, pulling me from my thoughts. “He was a mess yesterday, Lainey. He was sobbing and everything. Like, full-on ugly crying.”

I blink, surprised. “Axel? Really?”

Ruby nods emphatically. “I’ve never seen him like that before. He said he felt terrible about how things ended at his band practice. He was actually on his way to the diner to apologize when he saw your car still parked outside.”

My heart clenches. “He was coming to apologize?”

I glance at Marcus, who’s leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed. His expression is unreadable, but there’s a tightness around his eyes.

“He kept saying it was all his fault,” Ruby continues. “That if he hadn’t been such an ass at practice, you wouldn’t have been alone at the diner.”

“It wasn’t his fault,” I say softly. “None of us could have predicted what Enzo would do.”

“That’s what I told him. But you know how he gets when he’s worried about someone he loves.” Ruby’s eyes flick between Marcus and me. “He cares about you both so much. Even if he’s been weird about everything.”

The doorbell rings again, and Marcus’s hand tightens on my shoulder.

“That’s probably him now,” he says quietly.

My heart pounds as footsteps approach. When Axel appears in the doorway, the sight of him nearly breaks me.

His face is pale, eyes red-rimmed. He’s wearing the same clothes from yesterday, wrinkled like he slept in them. If he slept at all.

“Hey.” His voice comes out rough. His gaze catches on the bruise at my wrist, and something dark crosses his face. “How are you feeling?”

He stops, swallowing hard.

“I’m okay,” I tell him gently. “Your dad made sure of that.”

Axel nods, running a shaky hand through his hair. The gesture is so like Marcus it makes my chest ache.

“Listen.” He takes a deep breath. “I need to say something. About you two.”

Marcus shifts beside me, but stays silent.

“I know I’ve been an ass,” Axel continues. “When I found out about you both, I was hurt. Confused. It felt like some kind of betrayal. But yesterday...” His voice catches. “ All I could think about was getting you back. Both of you. And I realized something.”

He looks between us, his eyes bright with tears.

“What we had, Lainey, it wasn’t real. Not really. We were just two people who made sense on paper. But what you have with Dad? The way he looks at you like you’re everything he never knew he needed. The way you see past all his walls, all his gruff exterior, to who he really is underneath. That’s real.”

I blink back tears, overwhelmed by his raw honesty.

“Son,” Marcus starts, his voice gruff with feeling.

But Axel holds up a hand. “Let me finish, Dad. Please.”

He takes a shaky breath. “I was so caught up in my own hurt that I couldn’t see what was right in front of me. You two fit. In a way Lainey and I never did. And I’m sorry it took something like this for me to realize it.”

Ruby sniffles beside me, clutching Spike closer. I can feel the tension in Marcus’s body like he’s holding himself back from moving.

“Axel,” I say softly. “You don’t have to explain.”

“I do,” he interrupts. “I need you both to know that I’m okay with this. More than okay. I want you to be happy, even if it’s not with me. Even if it’s with my dad.”

He lets out a watery chuckle. “God, that still sounds so fucking weird to say out loud.”

Marcus moves then, crossing the room in two long strides.

He pulls Axel into a fierce hug, one hand cradling the back of his son’s head. Axel stiffens momentarily before melting into the embrace, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

“I’m proud of you,” Marcus murmurs. “So damn proud.”

I wipe my eyes, feeling like I’m intruding on a private moment. But then Axel pulls away, turning to me with a trembling smile.

“Friends?” he asks, holding out his hand.

I ignore it, wrapping my arms around him instead. “Family,” I correct.

When we separate, the air in the room feels lighter somehow. Like a storm has passed, leaving everything clearer in its wake.

Ruby clears her throat.

“Well, this is all very touching. But can we please talk about the fact that Lainey almost died yesterday? Because I’m still processing that, and I could really use a drink.”

“It’s barely 9 AM,” Marcus points out, but there’s amusement in his tone.

Ruby shrugs. “We’re all adults here. And after the night we’ve had, I think we all deserve a little day drinking.”

“I second that,” Axel says, raising his hand.

I look at Marcus, seeing the conflict in his eyes. He’s torn between wanting to keep me safe in his bed and recognizing that maybe what we all need right now is to be together, processing everything that’s happened.

“Fine,” he sighs. “But we’re having breakfast first.”

“I make a mean hangover hash,” Axel offers. When Marcus raises an eyebrow, he adds, “What? I picked up a few things in my misspent youth.”

Ruby claps her hands together. “Perfect! Let’s head downstairs and get this party started.”

As we all start to move, Marcus holds up a hand.

“You three go ahead. I need to grab something. I’ll be down in a minute.”

I give him a curious look, but he just smiles and kisses my forehead. “Go on, sweetheart. I won’t be long.”

Ruby loops her arm through mine as we make our way down the wooden staircase. The house feels different in the daylight, less imposing and more like a cozy mountain retreat.

In the kitchen, Axel starts rummaging through cupboards.

“Dad, where do you keep the frying pans?”

“Bottom left,” I answer without thinking. Ruby raises an eyebrow at me, and I feel my cheeks heat up. “What? I’ve cooked here before.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, smirking. “Just how domestic are you two?”

Before I can respond, we hear Marcus’s heavy footsteps on the stairs. He enters the kitchen, hands behind his back, looking uncharacteristically nervous.

“Everything okay?” I ask, frowning.

He nods, clearing his throat. “Yeah, I just... There’s something I need to do.”

The room goes quiet as Marcus crosses to where I’m standing. My heart starts to race as he takes my hand in his.

“Lainey,” he begins. “Yesterday made me realize something. Life is short, and unpredictable. And I don’t want to waste another moment not being completely honest about how I feel.”

He drops to one knee, and I gasp. Ruby squeals beside me, clutching my arm.

“I love you,” Marcus continues, his amber eyes locked on mine. “I love your strength, your kindness, your stubborn determination to see the best in people. You’ve brought light into my life in a way I never thought possible.”

He pulls a small velvet box from behind his back, opening it to reveal a stunning vintage ring. The center diamond catches the morning light, surrounded by smaller sapphires that match my eyes.

“This was my grandmother’s,” he explains softly. “She always said it should go to someone who could see past the rough exterior to the heart underneath. That’s you, Lainey. You see me, all of me, and you love me anyway.”

Tears blur my vision as he takes a deep breath.

“I know this is fast. I know we have challenges ahead of us. But I also know, with absolute certainty, that I want to face those challenges with you by my side. For the rest of our lives.”

He holds up the ring, his hands steady despite the emotion in his voice.

“Lainey Daniels, will you marry me?”

Time stands still as I stare into Marcus’s eyes, seeing all the love and hope shining there. My heart feels like it might burst from the overwhelming emotion flooding through me.

“Yes,” I whisper, my voice choked with tears. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”

Marcus’s face breaks into a radiant smile, one that takes years off his rugged features. He slides the ring onto my finger with trembling hands, then pulls me into his arms.

“I love you,” I murmur against his chest, breathing in his familiar scent of pine and leather. “I love you so much.”

He cups my face in his calloused hands, thumbs brushing away my tears. Then he kisses me, soft and sweet at first, then with growing passion. I melt into him, forgetting everything else around us.

Until Axel makes an exaggerated gagging noise.

“Okay, okay, we get it. You’re in love. No need to scar us for life.”

Ruby elbows him sharply. “Shut up, you big baby. This is beautiful.”

She’s openly weeping now, mascara streaking down her cheeks. But her smile is radiant as she wraps us both in a hug, nearly knocking us over.

“I’m so happy for you guys,” she wails into Marcus’s shoulder. “This is the best thing ever.”

Marcus chuckles, patting her back awkwardly. “Thanks, Ruby. I think.”

As I look around at the people gathered in this kitchen – my two best friends and the man I’m going to marry – I’m struck by a sudden realization.

This is what family means.

Not just the people you’re born to but the ones you choose. The ones who show up when everything falls apart. The ones who love you not in spite of your broken pieces, but because of them.

Sometimes, those pieces fit together in ways you never expected.

Sometimes, the family you build is better than any you could have imagined.

And sometimes, if you’re really lucky, you get both.

The End

***

Want more romantic suspense but short on time? Try Protecting His Girl, a hot one-hour read.

Curious about how Brody and Savannah got together? Read Her Filthy Cowboy.

Ready to start learning about Fit Mountain from the beginning? Read Callum and Penny’s story in Crazy Grump, the book that started it all.
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