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CONTENT WARNING


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

Made for Reign 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. The female main character is engaged during most of the book, and the hero tries to lure her away from her fiancé.

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

•Explicit sexual content and a mild BDSM scene

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

•Physical violence

•Family trauma

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.
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ONE
AUDREY


“I’ve got rope in my trunk.” Violet slides a leather-bound cocktail menu toward me. “We could always kidnap you.”

I nearly choke on my water. “Why do you have rope in your trunk?”

Violet winks. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.” 

Iris flips her wavy blonde hair over her shoulder.

“I’m with Violet on this one. We could just tie you up, throw you in the back of my Jeep, and drive to Mexico. Your mom would never find us.”

I can’t help but laugh. “You two are ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously amazing friends, you mean,” Iris corrects with a smile.

It’s Saturday night, and the three of us are squeezed into a curved leather booth at the Azure Lounge, the city’s most exclusive rooftop bar. The place is all glass and chrome, with floor-to-ceiling windows that showcase the glittering San Diego harbor thirty-two floors below.

“This place is insane,” I murmur, watching a yacht drift past in the distance. “How did you even get us a table?”

Iris waves her hand dismissively. “My cousin knows the manager. Plus, it’s your going-away party. I told them it was life or death.”

“Moving back to Wyoming isn’t death,” I protest.

“It might as well be.” Violet adjusts her designer glasses. “Especially in these circumstances.”

A server appears at our table. He’s tall, gorgeous, and probably an aspiring actor like half the staff in this city.

“Ladies, what can I get started for you tonight?”

Iris doesn’t even glance at the menu. “A Dirty Shirley for me, please. Extra dirty.”

“Me too, please. Make mine a double,” Violet adds.

The server’s eyes linger on me expectantly. “And for you?”

I tap my chin thoughtfully. Usually, I like to nurse one glass of wine all night. But for some reason, I’m feeling bold.

“A Dirty Shirley for me too,” I tell him.

When he walks away, Iris shakes her head and gives me a sad smile. “I still can’t believe this is your last night.”

“Me either,” I reply with a sigh. These two have been my best friends since I moved to San Diego to study art history five years ago. Leaving feels like ripping off a limb.

“So you’re really doing this?” Violet finally asks. “You’re really getting engaged to an actual criminal?”

“Alleged criminal,” I correct weakly.

“Please. Everyone knows Gio Vega runs half the illegal gambling operations on the West Coast.” Iris doesn’t bother lowering her voice. “Not to mention the bodies that keep⁠—”

“Iris!”

“What? It’s true.” She leans forward. “I cannot believe your stepmom is making you do this.”

“She’s not making me do anything.” I take a deep breath. “I’m choosing this. To save Worthington Sports. My dad built that company from nothing. It was everything to him.”

I can still picture my dad in his element. He was a former heavyweight champion turned entrepreneur, walking the floors of the Worthington Sports headquarters in Cooper Heights like he owned the world. Which, for a while, he did. The small mountain town in Wyoming had never seen success like ours. Dad went from local boxing hero to millionaire businessman, and he brought the whole community up with him.

Then the cancer came.

Two years ago, we buried him on a Tuesday morning while snow fell on the mountains he loved. I thought the worst part was over.

I was wrong.

The debt hit us like a freight train three months later. Dad had been borrowing against the company for years to fund his expansion plans and my stepmom Lucille’s lavish lifestyle. When he got sick, he kept making deals, kept taking loans, convinced he’d beat the cancer and make it all back.

That’s when Giovanni Vega appeared.

Fresh out of a five-year prison sentence, the former MMA fighter and notorious mob boss came knocking on our door with an offer that made Lucille’s eyes light up with dollar signs.

“Clean slate,” he’d told her over lunch at the country club while I sat there like a piece of meat being appraised. “All debts forgiven. Worthington Sports stays in the family name.”

The price? Me.

And instead of telling him to take a hike like she should have, Lucille practically jumped across the table to shake his hand.

“Think of it as a merger, darling,” she’d said later that evening, sipping her evening martini like we’d just discussed the weather. “The Worthingtons and the Vegas. It has a nice ring to it.”

I’d stared at her in disbelief. “You’re talking about my life.”

“I’m talking about survival.” Her voice had turned cold, the way it always did when she was done pretending to care about my feelings. “Your father left us drowning in debt, Audrey. This is our chance.”

Our relationship had never been warm, but that moment crystallized everything I’d always suspected. That to Lucille Worthington, I was just another asset to be leveraged.

The server returns with our drinks, setting down three tall glasses filled with cherry-red liquid. I grab mine immediately and take a long sip, welcoming the burn.

“So, what’s the plan?” Iris asks after we’ve all had a drink. “You fly back tomorrow, get engaged to Scarface, and live miserably ever after?”

“His name is Gio, and he doesn’t have any scars.”

“That you can see,” Violet mutters.

I drain half my Dirty Shirley in one go. “Look, it’s not forever. Just long enough to stabilize the company and figure out an exit strategy.”

“And what if there is no exit strategy?” Iris’s voice is gentle but pointed. “What if Gio never lets you go?”

The question hangs in the air like smoke. I’ve been trying not to think about that possibility, but it lurks in the back of my mind constantly.

“I don’t know,” I reply. “I guess I’ll just have to cross that bridge when I get to it.”

“Your dad wouldn’t want this for you,” Iris says softly.

“Seriously,” Violet says. “I always thought he was so normal for a famous guy. He would never want you to get married to a man you didn’t love. And especially not a crook like Gio.”

“Maybe not,” I admit. “But he’s not here to stop it.”

“Well, we are,” Violet says firmly. “The rope offer still stands.”

I laugh despite myself. “You’re not actually going to kidnap me.”

“Try us,” Iris challenges.

“Hold up,” Violet says suddenly, her attention caught by something over my shoulder. “Don’t be obvious, but check out what just walked in.”

I turn casually and pretend to survey the room.

My gaze lands on a small group that just walked in. Based on how they’re dressed, they clearly just left a wedding. The groom is impossible to miss. He’s massive, easily six-foot-four with shoulders that could span a doorway, and he’s got to be at least twenty years older than the petite blonde bride clinging to his arm. She’s curvy and gorgeous, and he’s looking down at her like she personally hung every star in the sky. But that’s not what makes my breath catch.

It’s the man standing next to him.

He’s just as tall as the groom, just as broad through the shoulders, with dark hair and the kind of rugged face that belongs on a movie screen. Early forties, I’d guess. Probably the best man based on how he’s staying close to the groom’s side.

The hostess leads them toward a large table near the windows. As they walk, the best man’s eyes sweep across the bar in a casual scan.

And then they land on mine.

Everything else—the music, the chatter, Iris and Violet’s voices—fades to white noise. Heat floods my cheeks and spreads down my neck like I’ve just stepped too close to a fire. My pulse kicks up a notch, then another, until I can hear it thundering in my ears.

He’s not just looking at me. He’s studying me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle with awareness.

Like he’s trying to solve a puzzle, and I’m the missing piece.

I should look away. Any normal person would break eye contact by now. But I can’t seem to make my body obey my brain. Those dark eyes hold mine captive, and for a wild moment, I wonder if this is what it feels like to be hypnotized.

“Earth to Audrey,” Iris’s voice cuts through the spell.

I blink hard and turn back to my friends, my face burning. “Sorry, what?”

“I said, did you see the bride? She’s got to be at least twenty years younger than that guy.” Violet takes a sip of her drink. “Though I have to admit, they look happy.”

“Yeah.” I risk another glance toward their table. “They do.”

The mystery man is settling into his chair, but his gaze finds mine again immediately, like he was waiting for me to look back. This time, one corner of his mouth lifts in the barest hint of a smile.

My stomach does a little flip.

“Okay, what’s wrong with you?” Iris demands. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Nothing’s wrong.” I grab my drink and take a large gulp, hoping the cherry sweetness will calm my suddenly racing heart. “I’m fine.”

“You’re many things, Audrey Worthington, but fine isn’t one of them right now,” Violet observes. “You’re all flushed.”

“It’s warm in here.”

“It’s perfectly climate-controlled,” Iris counters. She follows my previous line of sight and grins. “Oh my gosh. You’re checking out the best man.”

“I am not.”

“You totally are.” Iris cranes her neck to get a better look. “And oh, wow, I can see why. He’s like a lumberjack in a Tom Ford suit.”

“There is definitely something in the water wherever these guys are from.” Violet muses. “How are all these men so huge and hot?”

“They’re probably mountain men,” I reply. “Literally every guy from my hometown looks like that.”

“Well, this certainly explains your thing for guys built like refrigerators,” Violet smirks as she continues to stare at them. 

Heat creeps up my neck. “I don’t have a thing for guys built like refrigerators.”

“You absolutely do,” Iris counters. “Every time a guy at school would ask you out, you’d practically yawn in their face. Remember Trevor? That gorgeous surfer who kept showing up to your art history class even though he wasn’t enrolled?”

“He was sweet.”

“He was gorgeous and completely smitten with you, and you treated him like he was asking you to watch paint dry.” Iris grins. “Same with Connor, and Jake, and that guy from the coffee shop who wrote his number on your cup every morning for three weeks.”

“What?” I ask innocently. “They were nice guys.”

“They were California pretty boys,” Violet corrects. “And you had zero interest because they probably couldn’t change a tire if their lives depended on it.”

She’s not wrong. There’s something about a man who knows how to work with his hands that’s always gotten under my skin. It started when I was seven. I used to spend Saturday mornings at Dad’s gym, watching the local contractors and mechanics come in to train before their shifts. These weren’t men who called AAA when their trucks broke down.

They were the guys other people called when something needed fixing.

There was something deeply attractive about that kind of self-reliance, that quiet confidence that came from knowing you could handle whatever life threw at you. While my friends were swooning over actors and musicians, I was drawn to the kind of men who could build a house from the ground up, who smelled like sawdust and honest work.

“What are you waiting for?” Violet nudges my shoulder. “Go talk to him.”

“Are you insane?” I hiss. “I can’t just walk over there.”

“Why not?” Iris demands. “You’re single, he’s gorgeous, and you’re moving across the country tomorrow to marry a criminal. If there was ever a time to live a little, it’s tonight.”

“He’s at a wedding celebration with friends. I can’t just interrupt.”

“You’re not interrupting anything,” Violet argues. “You’re introducing yourself to a fellow human being. What’s the worst that could happen?”

My mind immediately supplies about fifty different scenarios, each more humiliating than the last.

But before I can voice any of them, Iris is already flagging down our server.

“Excuse me,” she says when he approaches. “Could you send a round of champagne to the wedding party over there? And tell them it’s from the three ladies at table seven.”

“Iris, no,” I whisper frantically.

“Iris, yes,” she says with a wicked grin.

The server nods and heads toward the bar. Within minutes, he’s walking toward their table with a bottle of champagne and four glasses on a silver tray.

I watch in horror as he gestures in our direction. The bride claps her hands together delightedly. The groom raises his glass in thanks.

And the best man looks directly at me with those dark eyes and that barely-there smile.

“I’m going to kill you both,” I mutter.

“You’re going to thank us,” Violet replies. “Look, he’s getting up.”

Sure enough, the mountain man is rising from his chair, saying something to his friends before turning and walking straight toward our table.

My mouth goes dry.

“Oh my gosh, he’s coming over here.”

“Breathe,” Iris instructs. “And for the love of all that’s holy, do not mention that you’re getting engaged tomorrow.”

He moves with the easy confidence of a man who’s comfortable in his own skin, weaving between tables like he owns the place. And when he reaches our table, his presence seems to fill all the available space. Up close, he’s even more devastating. His dark hair is slightly mussed, like he’s been running his fingers through it, and his jaw is shadowed with just enough stubble to make my fingertips itch.

“Ladies,” he says. His voice is exactly what I expected. Deep and rough around the edges, with just a hint of mountain accent. “Thank you for the champagne. That was very generous.”

“Our pleasure,” Violet says smoothly. “Congratulations on the wedding.”

“I’ll pass that along to the happy couple.” His gaze shifts to me, and I feel that same electric jolt from across the room. “I’m Jackson, by the way. Though most people call me Reign.”

Reign. Of course, he has a name that sounds like he conquers small countries in his spare time.

“I’m Elizabeth,” I say, the lie rolling off my tongue before I can stop it. Why did I just lie about my name? My heart is hammering so hard I’m surprised he can’t hear it.

“Violet,” my friend says, extending her hand like she’s meeting royalty.

“And I’m Iris.” She’s practically glowing with excitement at this turn of events.

Reign shakes both their hands politely, but his attention keeps drifting back to me.

“Elizabeth,” he repeats, like he’s testing how it sounds. “Pretty name.”

“Thanks.” I take a sip of my drink to give my hands something to do. “So is Reign. That’s not exactly common.”

“It’s a nickname from the Marines.” He slides his hands into his pockets, the movement causing his suit jacket to pull slightly across his broad chest. “Stuck around longer than I expected it to.”

Of course, he’s former military. That explains the way he carries himself, like he’s constantly assessing threats and calculating angles.

“What brings you three out tonight ?” he asks.

I open my mouth to answer, but nothing comes out. What am I supposed to say? That I’m here hiding from an arranged marriage to a mob boss? That tomorrow I fly back to Wyoming to sacrifice myself for my family’s company?

“We’re celebrating,” Iris jumps in smoothly. “Elizabeth is moving.”

“Oh?” Those dark eyes are focused on me again, and I feel like a deer caught in headlights. “Where to?”

“Home,” I manage.

“Home,” he repeats, but there’s something in his tone that tells me he knows I’m being evasive. Those dark eyes seem to see right through me, like he can sense there’s more to the story I’m not telling.

The silence stretches between us for a beat too long, tension crackling in the air. I should say something, fill the quiet, but my brain has apparently short-circuited.

“Ooh!” Violet says suddenly. She drains her glass and stands up. “I love this song.”

I glance around, confused. “What song?”

“This one,” Iris chimes in, also getting to her feet despite the fact that the music is barely audible background noise. “We should definitely dance.”

“We should?”

I look between my two friends, panic rising in my chest. They’re not seriously about to leave me alone with him, are they?

“Absolutely.” Violet grabs Iris’s hand and starts backing toward the small dance floor near the DJ booth. “You two should get acquainted. Elizabeth was just telling us how much she loves meeting new people.”

“I was not⁠—”

But they’re already gone, disappearing into the crowd of swaying bodies like the traitors they are.

When I look up, Reign is watching me with an expression I can’t quite read. “Mind if I sit?” he asks, though he’s already moving toward the spot Violet vacated.

I scoot over to make room. “Sure.”

The booth suddenly feels much smaller with him in it. His thigh brushes against mine as he settles in, and heat shoots up my leg like I’ve been branded. The scent of him, something clean and masculine with hints of cedar, fills my senses.

He turns to face me fully. “So, Elizabeth. What’s the real story?”


TWO
REIGN


Elizabeth swallows hard and looks up at me with those gorgeous eyes.

“W-what makes you think there’s a real story?”

The question comes out breathless, and there’s something vulnerable underneath it that makes my chest tighten. She’s fidgeting with her cocktail napkin, tearing little pieces off the edge, and I have the sudden urge to reach over and still her hands.

“Call it instinct,” I reply. “You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind.”

The way she’s looking at me right now, those green eyes wide and uncertain, makes something primal stir in my gut.

I’ve been trying to keep my attraction in check since I walked over here, but it’s getting harder by the second. From the moment I spotted Elizabeth across the bar, something in me went on high alert. Not the kind of alert that comes from years of military training. This was something else entirely. Something that made my blood run hotter, and my focus narrow to a single point.

Her.

I’d been listening to Marcus go on about married life when my eyes locked with hers from across the bar. And in that moment, I felt the entire world tilt beneath my feet.

“You’re right, I do have a lot on my mind,” she admits quietly. Then she catches herself, and her cheeks flush pink. “I mean... I probably shouldn’t have said that.”

“Why not?” I lean forward slightly. “There’s nothing wrong with being honest.”

She bites her bottom lip, looking down at her hands. “I don’t normally talk to strangers about personal things.”

“I’m not exactly a stranger anymore. You bought me champagne, remember?”

That earns me a small smile, and some of the tension leaves her shoulders.

“My friends bought you champagne. I just went along with it.”

“But you looked right at me when your server pointed us out.”

Her blush deepens. “Was I that obvious?”

“Only to me.” I study her face. “And I’m glad you were.”

She looks up at that, surprise flickering across her features. “You are?”

“Absolutely. Otherwise, I’d still be sitting over there wondering what it would be like to talk to the most beautiful woman in this place.”

The compliment makes her duck her head, but she’s smiling now. “You’re very smooth.”

“I’m being honest.” I pause, watching her fidget with her napkin again. “Your friends seem to be enjoying themselves.” I nod toward the dance floor where the two women she was sitting with are laughing and moving to the music.

She smiles, and for the first time, it reaches her eyes. “They’re making the most of our last night together.”

“Why aren’t you out there with them?”

“Dancing isn’t really my thing.” She takes a sip of her drink. “Besides, someone had to guard the drinks.”

I find myself wanting to hear that laugh again. “So, what is your thing, if not dancing?”

She considers the question seriously. “I like painting. I just graduated with my Master’s Degree in Art History with a minor in Studio Art.”

“Art, huh? Impressive. So I’m guessing you paint pretty often?”

“I used to. I mean, I still do, but just for fun now.” She looks wistful. “I always dreamed of having my own studio someday. You know, a real space where I could just create without worrying about making a mess.”

Something tightens in my chest at the longing in her voice. I file that information away.

She studies me over the rim of her glass. “What about you? How do you spend your time?”

“Security consulting,” I say, the standard answer I give to civilians. “My partner and I run our own firm.”

“The partner who just got married?”

I nod. “Marcus. We served together, started the business when we got out.”

“Marines?” she guesses.

“That obvious?”

“The haircut gives you away.” Her eyes linger on my face. “That, and the way you walked over here earlier. Very efficient.”

I chuckle. “I’ve never been good at walking away from trouble.”

She giggles, and the sound hits me straight in the chest. “Am I trouble?”

“I think you might be the best kind.”

Our eyes lock, and something electric passes between us.

I’ve been with beautiful women before, but I’ve never felt this immediate connection. It’s like there’s something about her that calls to me on a level that bypasses rational thought. I want to know what put that sadness behind her smile. I want to know how she tastes, how she sounds when she comes, how her body would feel under mine.

Suddenly, I hear a commotion behind me.

I turn around just in time to see Marcus carrying Lainey over his shoulder, both of them laughing as he heads for the exit.

Elizabeth giggles. “Looks like the bride and groom are calling it a night.”

“Can’t blame them.” I finish my whiskey, setting the glass down deliberately. “So, Elizabeth who doesn’t like dancing but loves art, what are your plans for the rest of the evening?”

She bites her lower lip. “Not too much. I’ll probably go check on my friends soon.”

“You could,” I agree. “Or you could stay here and talk to me.”

“About what?”

“About why a beautiful woman is spending her last night of freedom looking like she’s heading to her execution instead of celebrating.”

She flinches slightly, confirming my suspicion that there’s more to her “moving home” story than she’s letting on.

“That’s a bit personal for someone I just met.”

“True.” I lean in slightly. “But sometimes it’s easier to tell the truth to a stranger. No history, no judgment. Just two people being honest in a moment that won’t matter tomorrow.”

She looks at me for a long moment, and I can see the war playing out behind those dark eyes. Finally, she takes another sip of her gin and tonic and leans back.

“You’re right. Tomorrow won’t matter.” There’s something hollow in the way she says it. “So what do you want to know?”

“Everything.” The word comes out rougher than I intend. “But let’s start simple. What makes you happy?”

A genuine smile touches her lips. “That’s simple?”

“Simpler than whatever’s got you looking like the world’s ending tomorrow.”

“Fair point.” She thinks for a moment. “Hmm, things that make me happy…Rainy Sunday mornings with nowhere to be. The smell of oil paint. That moment when you’re working on a piece and everything just clicks.” She pauses. “Bad reality TV.”

I laugh. “Bad reality TV?”

“The worse, the better.” She’s grinning now, and it transforms her whole face. “Give me a marathon of Mountain Makeovers, and I’m set for the weekend.”

“Mountain Makeovers?”

“Don’t judge me.” She points a finger at me, but she’s laughing. “It’s my guilty pleasure. There’s something oddly satisfying about watching city people try to renovate cabins they have no business buying.”

I hold up my hands. “I’m not judging. I may have seen an episode or two myself.”

“Liar. Nobody watches just one or two episodes. That show is designed to trap you.”

She’s right. Marcus got me hooked on it last year during a particularly boring stakeout. We’d burned through two seasons before the job was done.

“Fine,” I admit. “I’ve seen every episode. Twice.”

Elizabeth giggles. “I knew it! Nobody can resist the siren call of watching rich idiots try to install their own plumbing.”

Her eyes are sparkling now, all traces of that earlier sadness gone. She looks younger, lighter, like whatever weight she’s been carrying has temporarily lifted. And Christ, she’s beautiful when she’s happy like this.

“Season three, episode seven,” I say, testing her. “The couple from Manhattan who⁠—”

“Bought the cabin in Montana and tried to DIY a hot tub on the deck!” She finishes, practically bouncing in her seat. “And the whole thing collapsed!”

“Taking half the deck with it,” I add, grinning at her enthusiasm.

“The way she screamed when it happened.” Elizabeth does a perfect imitation of the woman’s shriek, then immediately covers her mouth, looking embarrassed. “Sorry, that was loud.”

“Don’t be sorry, Princess.” My eyes lock with hers. “That was perfect.”

“I can’t believe I’m having this conversation,” she says, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “Here I am, supposed to be having some elegant last night out, and instead I’m debating the merits of shiplap with a stranger in a bar.”

“Disappointed?”

“No.” She meets my eyes, and the laughter fades into something else. Something that makes my chest tight. “This is...this is exactly what I needed tonight.”

The air between us shifts. She’s looking at me like she’s seeing me for the first time, and I’m looking at her like I’ve been looking at her all night.

Like I want to devour her.

“Elizabeth,” I say, her fake name feeling strange on my tongue.

“That’s not my name,” she admits quietly. “But you already knew that.”

“I figured.” I lean forward, close enough to catch her scent again. “Want to tell me your real one?”

She shakes her head. “I like being Elizabeth tonight. Is that okay?”

I reach for her hand, letting my fingers brush hers. “We can be whoever we want tonight.”

She turns her hand palm up, letting our fingers intertwine. Her touch sends electricity shooting up my arm.

“I should go,” she whispers, but she doesn’t pull away.

“Should you?”

“My friends⁠—”

“Are fine.” I stroke my thumb across her knuckles. “Stay.”

Fuck.

She’s young. Too young for me, probably. Early twenties if I had to guess, while I’m staring down the barrel of forty-five. But the way she looks at me—those eyes tracking every movement, lingering on my mouth, my hands—tells me she doesn’t give a damn about the years between us.

Acting on pure instinct, I close the distance between us and press my lips to hers.

It’s brief, but it hits me like a fucking thunderbolt. She tastes like gin and something sweeter, something uniquely her, and I know immediately that one taste will never be enough. When I pull back, her eyes are wide, and her lips are slightly parted in surprise.

She swallows hard, and I can see her pulse racing at the base of her throat. “That was...unexpected.”

“Good unexpected or bad unexpected?”

“Good,” she whispers. “Definitely good.”

I know I should stop here. Thank her for the conversation, wish her luck with whatever’s waiting for her back home. Walk away and forget the way she tastes, the way she feels under my hands.

But I’ve never been good at denying myself the things I really want. And right now, I want her with an intensity that borders on madness. I decide to be direct.

“Do you want to come upstairs with me?” I ask.

No games, no bullshit pickup lines. Just a simple invitation.

Her eyes widen. “What?”

“My room. Top floor.” I keep my voice low. “We can order room service. Talk some more. Or not talk at all, if that’s what you need.”

She stares at me for a long moment, and I can practically see the war happening behind those green eyes. Want versus caution. Impulse versus whatever good sense is telling her to walk away.

“I...” She glances toward the dance floor where her friends are still swaying to the music. “I should go talk to my friends first.”

My pulse kicks up a notch. She didn’t say no.

“Go ahead,” I say. “I’ll wait.”

She slides out of the booth, pausing to look back at me. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

I watch her disappear into the crowd, admiring the way her dress hugs her curves as she moves. A few minutes later, she’s back.

“What did your friends say?” I ask.

“They said to have fun and not do anything they wouldn’t do,” she says.

“That leaves us a lot of options.”

She laughs, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “I guess it does.”

I stand and extend my hand to her. “Come on, Princess.”

Her hand is small and soft when she takes mine, fitting perfectly against my palm like it was made to be there. I thread our fingers together and lead her through the bar toward the elevators.

The elevator arrives with a soft ding, and we step inside. I hit the button for the thirty-second floor, and the doors slide shut with a whisper.

The moment we’re alone, something snaps.

She turns toward me at the same instant I reach for her. Our mouths crash together with the kind of desperate hunger that’s been building between us all night. Her hands fist against my shirt as I back her against the wall. She tastes like cherries and possibility, and when she makes a soft sound against my lips, it nearly brings me to my knees. Her hands slide up my chest to tangle in my hair, and I press closer, pinning her against the cool metal wall.

The elevator chimes softly as we pass each floor, but I barely hear it over the sound of her breathing, the little gasps she makes when I trail my lips down the column of her throat.

This isn’t me.

I don’t lose control like this. I’m the guy who thinks things through, who weighs consequences and makes calculated decisions. But with Elizabeth pressed against me, her body soft and warm, all that discipline goes straight to hell.

The second we step into my hotel room, I kick the door shut behind us.

My mouth never leaves hers as I press her against the wall. She makes this little gasping sound that goes straight to my cock, her soft curves melting into me like she was made to fit there. I’ve never wanted anyone like this. Every part of me is screaming to claim her, to mark her, to make her mine.

Elizabeth’s hands are in my hair, tugging hard enough to make me growl against her mouth. Her body is flush against mine, soft where I’m hard, yielding where I’m unyielding. I slide one hand up to tangle in her hair, tilting her head back to deepen the kiss. My other hand roams lower, grabbing her ass and lifting her slightly against me.

“Reign,” she breathes my name against my lips, and fuck if it isn’t the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.

There’s a part of my brain—the rational, controlled part that’s kept me alive through combat and dangerous security details—that’s telling me to slow down. To take her to the bed, undress her, and take my time exploring every inch of her perfect body. But that voice is drowning under the roar of need pulsing through me.

“Tell me you want this, sweetheart.” My voice is a rough rumble against her neck as I trail hungry kisses down to her collarbone.

“Yes,” she gasps, her nails digging into my shoulders through my shirt. “Fuck yes.”

Her answer breaks something loose inside me.

I press her harder against the wall, my hands gripping her thighs, encouraging her to wrap them around me. She responds immediately, hiking up her dress and wrapping those perfect legs around my waist. The heat of her core presses against my stomach, and I can feel how wet she is even through her panties and my shirt.

“Fuck, you’re so hot,” I growl, capturing her mouth again as I grind my erection against her.

Elizabeth moans into my mouth while her hips start to move against me in a rhythm that’s making me lose my mind. She shifts slightly, repositioning herself so her center is rubbing against my thigh. The friction must hit her just right because she breaks the kiss with a gasp, and her head falls back against the wall.

I can’t look away from her face. The flush spreading across her cheeks, the way her lips part with each panting breath, the flutter of her eyelashes against her skin. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. She’s riding my thigh shamelessly now, and I’ve never been so turned on in my life.

“That’s it,” I encourage her, my hands on her ass guiding her movements. “Take what you need, Princess.”

Suddenly, her eyes fly open as realization dawns on her face. “I’m sorry, I’m getting carried away⁠—”

I cut her off with a kiss, then pull back to look directly into her eyes.

“Don’t ever be sorry for showing me what you want. Keep going. I want to see you come like this.”

Her eyes widen, pupils blown with desire. A shy smile curves her lips as she blushes deeper. “I’ve never done this before.”

“What, humped a stranger’s leg in a hotel room?” I can’t help the smirk that crosses my face.

She laughs, the sound turning into a moan as I flex my thigh against her. “That would be accurate.”

“Then let me be the first.” I lean in, my lips brushing her ear as I whisper, “Ride my thigh until you come. I want to feel your pussy pulse through these panties. Want to see your face when you lose control. Then I’m going to fuck you against this wall until we both can’t stand.”

I hold her gaze as she starts moving again, more deliberately this time. Her hips rock against my thigh in slow, sensual movements. I can feel a warm, wet spot blooming on my pants, but I don’t care. I would let her ruin every pair of pants I own if it meant watching her like this.

She picks up speed, and her breathing becomes more erratic as she works herself against me. I slip one hand between us, finding the front of her panties, pressing my thumb against what I know is her clit. She moans at the contact.

“There we go,” I murmur, circling my thumb. “You going to come for me, Elizabeth? Going to let me feel that sweet pussy pulsing?”

“Reign, I—” She cuts herself off with a moan, and her rhythm falters.

I wrap my free arm around her waist, supporting her weight, keeping her right where I want her. My thumb continues its merciless circles on her clit through the soaked fabric.

“Come on, baby. Let go. Give it to me.”

Her body goes rigid against mine, and her mouth falls open on a silent scream as she comes.

Her face is a fucking masterpiece. Eyes squeezed shut. Lips parted. Cheeks flushed. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my entire life.

As she starts to come down, I don’t give her time to recover. Instead, I kiss her again as I reach for my wallet in my back pocket. I extract a condom with practiced ease, and she watches with heavy-lidded eyes as I tear it open with my teeth.

“You look so pretty when you come, Princess. But I need to be inside you,” I tell her. “Right fucking now.”

“Yes,” she breathes, helping me unbutton my pants with shaking fingers.

I push my pants and boxers down just enough to free my cock. Her eyes widen as it springs up, thick and hard against my stomach, and I can’t help the surge of masculine pride that rushes through me.

I roll the condom on quickly, then push her panties to the side rather than taking them off. Then I position myself at her entrance, the head of my cock sliding through her wetness.

“Look at me,” I command, waiting until her eyes meet mine. “I want to see your face when I fill you.”

She holds my gaze, her arms wrapped around my neck, her legs tight around my waist. I push forward slowly, groaning as the head of my cock breaches her entrance. She’s tight—so fucking tight it’s unreal—and for a moment, I wonder if I should stop, if this is too much.

But then she moans. “More,” she pants. “Please, more.”

I press forward, inch by inch, until I’m fully seated inside her. We both freeze, adjusting to the sensation. She’s so tight around me, so hot and wet, it takes everything in me not to come right then and there.

“Fuck, you feel amazing,” I groan, my forehead resting against hers. “So perfect. So tight.”

“Move.” Her fingers dig into my shoulders. “Please, Reign, move.”

I don’t need to be told twice.

I pull back almost completely before slamming back in, setting a punishing pace that has her crying out with each thrust. The sound of skin slapping against skin fills the room, mixed with our harsh breathing and her increasingly loud moans.

“That’s it, sweetheart. Take it. Take all of me.”

She’s meeting each of my thrusts, her body arching into mine. I can feel her tightening around me again, her second orgasm building. My own release is climbing, pressure building at the base of my spine, but I refuse to come before she does.

“Come for me again, Elizabeth,” I demand, shifting the angle of my hips to hit that spot inside her that makes her gasp. “I need to feel you come on my cock.”

Her eyes fly open and lock with mine as she shatters.

Her pussy clenches around me in rhythmic pulses, milking my cock, pulling my own orgasm from me. I thrust into her hard one last time. Then I bury myself to the hilt as I come with a roar.

Time seems to stop as we cling to each other. I can feel her heart pounding against my chest, her breath hot against my neck. Slowly, reality returns. The sound of the air conditioning, the distant traffic outside, the ticking of a clock somewhere in the room.

I carefully lower her legs to the ground but keep her pinned against the wall, not trusting her to stand on her own just yet. Hell, I’m not sure I can stand without support either. That was... Intense doesn’t begin to cover it.

“Wow,” she whispers, echoing my thoughts.

I laugh, the sound rusty in my throat. “Yeah, Princess. Wow.”

I brush a strand of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. Her cheeks are flushed, her lips swollen from my kisses, her eyes bright. She’s never looked more beautiful.

“Let’s do it again,” I tell her, already feeling myself hardening inside her. “This time in the bed. I want to take my time with you.”
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Reign lifts me like I weigh nothing, carrying me across the room with arms that feel like steel. My legs are still shaking from what just happened against the wall, but already I want more.

I want everything this mountain man can give me.

The bed is enormous, covered in crisp white sheets that look expensive. He sets me down gently, his hands lingering on my waist as I find my footing. The contrast between his careful tenderness and the raw hunger in his eyes makes my stomach flip.

Part of me knows I should feel guilty. Tomorrow, I’m flying back to Cooper Heights. Tomorrow, I’m officially getting engaged to Gio. Tomorrow, my life as I know it ends. But right now, with Reign’s hands on me and his eyes drinking me in like I’m the most precious thing he’s ever seen, I can’t bring myself to care about tomorrow.

“Lie back,” he commands softly. “I want to taste you.”

I do as he says, and he spreads my legs, lowering himself between my thighs. The first touch of his tongue makes me cry out, my back arching off the bed.

“Fuck, you taste incredible,” he groans against me. “So sweet.”

He works me with his mouth like a man starved, his tongue doing things that make me see stars. When I thread my fingers through his hair and pull, he makes a sound of pure male satisfaction that vibrates through me.

“That’s it, baby,” he murmurs between strokes of his tongue. “Show me what you like. Pull my hair. Use me.”

The words combined with what he’s doing with his mouth push me over the edge embarrassingly fast. I come with a broken cry, my body shaking as waves of pleasure crash over me.

He doesn’t stop. Doesn’t give me time to recover. Instead, he tears off the rest of his clothes and reaches for another condom. His hands shake slightly as he rolls it on, and something about that small sign of how much he wants me makes my chest tight.

He crawls over me, his massive frame covering mine completely. When he settles between my legs, I can feel how hard he is against my entrance.

He pushes into me slowly, never breaking eye contact. The intensity of his gaze combined with the stretch and burn of him filling me is almost too much. I’ve never felt so exposed, so seen.

“Look at me,” he says when my eyes start to flutter closed. “I want to see everything. Every expression, every moment you feel good.”

He starts to move with deep and purposeful thrusts. One hand tangles in my hair while the other holds me exactly where he wants me. His eyes never leave mine.

“Goddamn, you feel good, Princess,” he groans as his pace increases. “Like you were made for me. Like you were made to take my cock.”

The dirty words combined with the tender way he’s looking at me create a contradiction that makes my head spin. He’s claiming me with his body while worshipping me with his eyes.

“Reign,” I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders.

“That’s it, say my name,” he demands. His hips snap against mine even harder now. “Let me hear how good I’m making you feel.”

“So good,” I manage between moans. “You make me feel so good.”

His rhythm becomes more desperate, more urgent. Sweat beads on his forehead, his muscles straining as he drives into me. But still, his eyes stay locked on mine.

“Come for me, Princess.” He slides one hand between us to circle my clit. “Come all over my cock like a good girl.”

The combination of his fingers and his words and those intense eyes staring into mine pushes me over the edge. I shatter beneath him, my body clenching around him as pleasure overwhelms every sense.

He follows me over, his own release hitting him hard. His eyes finally close as he buries his face in my neck, his body shuddering against mine.

We stay like that for long moments, our bodies still connected. When he finally lifts his head to look at me again, there’s something soft in his expression that makes my chest ache.

He pulls out carefully and disposes of the condom, then comes back to gather me in his arms.

I should probably get up, get dressed, go back to my own room. But when he pulls me against his chest, I find I don’t want to move.

I can’t help the little giggle that escapes me. “You’re really good at this.”

“Good at what?” he asks, his voice lazy with satisfaction.

“Making me come.”

A wicked grin spreads across his face. Before I can blink, he’s rolling on top of me again, his weight pressing me into the mattress.

“Just say the word,” he murmurs. His voice is a low rumble that makes me shiver. “And I’ll make you come all night long.”

He leans down, his mouth hovering just above mine, and I can feel his breath against my lips. But just as he’s about to kiss me, my stomach lets out the loudest, most mortifying growl I’ve ever heard in my life.

My face burns with embarrassment. “Oh my gosh.” I groan. “I am so sorry.”

Reign throws his head back and laughs.

“Don’t be sorry, sweetheart,” he says, chuckling as he brushes a strand of hair from my face. “When’s the last time you ate?”

I think about it, realizing I’ve been too nervous about tonight to eat much today. “This morning, I think? Maybe some toast.”

He shakes his head. Then he rolls off me and reaches for the hotel phone on the nightstand. “We’re ordering room service. Can’t have you passing out on me.”

“Are you sure? You don’t have to.”

“Of course, I’m sure.” He’s already dialing, the phone pressed to his ear. “Besides, I plan to keep you busy for a while. You’ll need your strength.”

The promise in his voice makes my stomach flutter for entirely different reasons.

“Room service?” he says into the phone. “Yeah, I’d like to place an order for room 3247.”

I watch him as he talks, admiring the way his muscles shift under his skin, the confident way he handles everything. He orders without even asking what I want. He gets a selection of appetizers, sandwiches, fruit, chocolate-covered strawberries.

“Thirty minutes,” he says after hanging up. “Think you can wait that long?”

“I’ll survive,” I say with a smile.

To my surprise, he settles back against the headboard and pulls me into his arms. I curl against his chest, my head on his shoulder, feeling oddly content.

This isn’t what I expected from a one-night stand. The cuddling, the care, the way he’s looking at me like I’m something precious.

“So,” he says, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on my bare shoulder. “Art history. Tell me more about that.”

“You really want to know?” Most people’s eyes glaze over when I talk about my degree.

“I really want to know.” His voice is sincere. “What got you into it?”

I settle more comfortably against him. “My grandmother, actually. She had this incredible collection of paintings. Nothing famous, just pieces she loved. When I was little, she’d tell me stories about each one. She’d tell me who painted it, why they chose those colors, what was happening in the world when they created it.”

“Sounds like she was special.”

“She was.” A familiar ache settles in my chest. “She died when I was sixteen. Left me all her books about art, said I was the only one who understood why beauty mattered.”

His arms tighten around me slightly. “She was right.”

“About what?”

“Beauty mattering. And you understanding it.” He tilts my chin up so I’m looking at him. “You see things differently. I could tell from the first moment I saw you.”

The intensity in his eyes makes my breath catch. “What do you mean?”

“The way you were watching my friends at the bar earlier. You weren’t judging them like everyone else. You were seeing their story.”

I remember now, the way those strangers had been so cruel about the age gap, making assumptions. “People are so quick to judge what they don’t understand.”

“Exactly.” He strokes my hair, the gesture surprisingly tender. “Most people see what they expect to see, not what’s actually there.”

“And what do you see when you look at me?” I ask, the question slipping out before I can stop it.

His eyes darken, his thumb brushing across my bottom lip. “A woman who’s never been seen for who she really is. Someone hiding behind what everyone expects her to be.”

The accuracy of his observation steals my breath. “You got all that from watching me for five minutes?”

“Sometimes that’s all it takes.” His hand slides down to rest over my heart. “Plus, you’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“Like you’re drowning and pretending you know how to swim.”

A laugh escapes me, but it sounds hollow even to my own ears. “That’s disturbingly accurate.”

“Want to tell me about it?”

I shake my head, not trusting myself to speak about tomorrow, about the life waiting for me. Instead, I trace patterns on his chest, following the line of dark hair downward.

"Tell me about how you live. What's your life like?"

His expression shifts, becoming almost wistful. "I live in a cabin up in the mountains. Built it myself over the course of a few summers."

I prop myself up on my elbow, studying his face. "A cabin?"

"It’s got a killer view,” he continues, his fingers finding my shoulder. "I put in a wrap-around porch that looks out over the valley. There's something about being up there, away from everything. No cell service, no internet. Just you and the silence."

"Solar panels?" I guess, picturing him as the self-sufficient type.

"Yeah." He grins. "How'd you know?"

"You strike me as someone who'd want to be completely independent. Probably have a backup generator too."

"Guilty." His touch resumes its lazy stroking. "Most people think I'm crazy, living like that."

“Sounds nice.”

“Used to think so, too. But lately...” He trails off, his eyes studying my face. “Lately I’ve been thinking it might be nice to share it with someone.”

My heart does something funny in my chest. “Someone who appreciates the silence?”

“Someone who understands why it matters.”

The way he’s looking at me makes it hard to breathe. Like he’s seeing straight through to my soul. “You really are a mountain man, aren’t you?”

“What gave it away?” he asks with a smirk.

“Everything. The way you move, like you’re used to rough terrain. How comfortable you are with silence. That protective instinct.” I shift to look at him better. “I bet you chop your own firewood.”

“Guilty again.”

“Hunt your own food?”

“When necessary.”

“Fix everything yourself instead of calling for help?”

“Where I live, help is two hours away on a good day.”

I feel ridiculously pleased with myself for reading him so accurately. “I knew it. The second I saw you, I thought, ‘mountain man.’”

“And what do you know about mountain men?” Amusement colors his voice.

“Just stories. Things you hear growing up.”

“What kind of stories?”

“About how they’re different. Wilder. More intense in everything they do.”

His eyes flash with something that makes my stomach flip. “And is that what you want? Intensity?”

“I...” The word sticks in my throat. Because yes, that’s exactly what I want. What I’ve always wanted but never knew how to ask for. “Yes.”

“Good.” He rolls us over so he’s hovering above me again, his weight supported on his forearms. “Because I plan to be very intense with you tonight.”

The promise in his voice makes me shiver. But there’s something else there, too, something that mirrors the ache in my own chest. Like we’re both trying to hold onto something we know we can’t keep.

Growing up, I heard stories about this. About people who met and fell so hard and fast that it changed everything. Love at first sight, the old-timers called it. I always thought they were fairy tales, romantic nonsense people told themselves to justify poor decisions.

But lying here with Reign, feeling like my entire world has shifted in the span of a few hours, I’m starting to understand. This isn’t just attraction or chemistry or good sex. This is something deeper, something that scares me as much as it thrills me.

I’ve never had a boyfriend. Being Arthur Worthington’s daughter made dating complicated. Boys either wanted me for my family’s money and connections, or they were too intimidated by my father’s reputation to even try. So I threw myself into my studies, into my art, told myself I didn’t need romance.

But this feeling coursing through me right now, this desperate, all-consuming need for this man, makes me realize how much I’ve been missing. How empty my carefully controlled life has been.

“Hey.” Reign’s voice is concerned. “What’s wrong? You just went somewhere else.”

I force a smile, pushing down the sudden ache in my chest. “Just thinking about tomorrow. Flying home.”

“Heavy thoughts for someone who just had multiple orgasms.”

I laugh despite myself. “You’re not supposed to remind me of that.”

“Why not? I plan to give you several more before morning.” His hand slides down to cup my ass possessively. “Consider it a going-away present.”

Before I can respond, there’s a knock at the door.

“Room service,” a voice calls.

Reign groans. “Perfect timing.” He presses a quick kiss to my forehead before sliding out of bed. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

I watch him pull on his pants, admiring the way the fabric hugs his ass, the casual confidence in his movements. He throws a hotel robe over my naked body before answering the door.

The server wheels in a cart laden with covered dishes, the smell making my mouth water. Reign tips him generously and locks the door behind him.

“Hungry?” he asks, wheeling the cart toward the bed.

“Starving,” I admit, sitting up and pulling the robe tighter around me.

He uncovers dish after dish. There are gourmet sandwiches, fresh fruit, chocolate-covered strawberries, and champagne. It’s enough food for four people.

“You might have gone overboard,” I say, eyeing the spread.

“I told you, I plan to keep you busy.” He picks up a strawberry, holding it to my lips. “You’ll need the energy.”

I bite into the strawberry, juice running down my chin. Reign’s eyes darken as he watches, and before I can wipe it away, he’s leaning in to lick the sweetness from my skin.

“Delicious,” he murmurs against my throat, and I know he’s not talking about the fruit.

We eat slowly, sharing bites and talking about lighter things. He tells me about learning to fly-fish as a kid, about the time Marcus got lost in a blizzard for twelve hours and came back covered in snow but grinning like an idiot. I tell him about my art classes, about the professor who made us spend an entire semester studying the way light changes throughout the day.

But as the food disappears, and the champagne makes me warm and loose-limbed, reality starts creeping back in.

In less than twenty-four hours, I’ll be back in Cooper Heights, back to being the dutiful daughter, back to pretending Gio’s hands on me don’t make my skin crawl.

Reign sets down his champagne flute. “You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Going somewhere I can’t follow.”

I force another smile. “Sorry. Just tired, I guess.”

He doesn’t buy it. I can see it in the way his eyes narrow slightly, the way he leans back against the headboard and studies me. The silence stretches between us, and suddenly the easy intimacy from earlier feels fragile now, like something that could shatter if I breathe wrong.

“It’s getting pretty late,” I say, moving to get up from the bed. “I should probably get going.”

His hand closes around my wrist, not hard but firm enough to stop me. “What are you running from, Princess?”

“I’m not running from anything,” I lie, tugging against his hold. “I just think it’s time for me to go.”

“Liar.” His voice is calm, but there’s steel underneath. “You’ve been checking out mentally for the past ten minutes. Something’s eating at you.”

I pull harder, panic starting to flutter in my chest. “Reign, please⁠—”

“Tell me.” He releases my wrist but doesn’t let me get far, his body blocking my path to the edge of the bed. “Whatever it is, just tell me.”

For one wild moment, I consider it.

I consider telling him everything. About Gio, about the engagement, about how my dad’s business is hanging by a thread, and I’m the collateral keeping it alive. About how tomorrow I’m going back to a life that feels like a beautiful prison.

The words are right there, pressing against my teeth, begging to be spoken. But then sanity crashes back in. This is a one-night stand. A beautiful, perfect night that’s supposed to end when the sun comes up. I can’t dump my problems on a stranger, no matter how good he is with his hands.

“It’s complicated,” I say instead, wrapping the robe tighter around myself like armor.

“Most things worth talking about are.”

I shake my head, looking anywhere but at his face. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

The gentle command in his voice almost breaks my resolve. But I can’t. I won’t ruin this perfect night by making it about the mess waiting for me at home.

“Are you in trouble?” he asks when I don’t respond. His voice drops, becomes more serious. “Because if you are, I can help. That’s what I do. I solve problems for people.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Any kind. All kinds.” He reaches out, tilting my chin up so I have to look at him. “I’ve got resources, connections. If someone’s hurting you⁠—”

“No one’s hurting me,” I say quickly. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it like?”

I close my eyes, overwhelmed by the concern in his voice, by how much I want to lean into the safety he’s offering.

“It’s just family stuff. Expectations. Things I can’t change.”

“Anything can be changed if you want it badly enough.”

“Not everything.” I open my eyes, and the understanding I see in his face makes my chest ache. “Some responsibilities can’t be walked away from.”

We stare at each other for a long moment. I can see him processing, trying to read between the lines of what I’m not saying. Finally, he nods.

“Fine. You don’t want to tell me, that’s your choice. But you’re staying tonight.”

“Reign—”

“No arguments. If you won’t let me help with whatever’s waiting for you out there, then at least let me take care of you tonight.”

Something in his tone makes my breath catch. “Why are you being like this?”

His eyes darken. “Because I take care of what’s mine. And at least for tonight, that’s exactly what you are.”

The words should scare me. Should send me running for the door. Instead, they settle something deep inside me, some part that’s been wound tight for years, finally relaxing.

“Okay,” I whisper.

He studies my face for another moment, then seems satisfied with whatever he sees there. Without warning, he scoops me up again, cradling me against his chest as he settles us both back against the pillows.

“Sleep,” he murmurs, pulling the covers up over both of us. “Whatever you’re going back to tomorrow… Tonight, you’re safe.”

I want to protest that I’m not some damsel in distress who needs protecting. But lying here in his arms, feeling more secure than I have in months, the words won’t come. Instead, I let myself melt into his warmth, my head finding the perfect spot on his shoulder.

His breathing evens out first, becoming deep and steady. But I lie awake longer, memorizing the feel of his arms around me, the scent of his skin, the way his heartbeat sounds under my ear.

I try to burn every detail into my memory so I can hold onto this feeling when I’m back home.

And then, when sleep finally takes me, I dream of mountains and pine trees and a cabin with a wraparound porch where no one can find me.
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I blink awake, disoriented for by the unfamiliar room. Then, I feel it. The heat of a body pressed against my back.

Reign.

Memories flood back in a rush of sensation. His mouth on mine, his hands everywhere, the way he made me feel things I’ve never felt before. For one perfect moment, I let myself sink into the feeling, into the warmth of his body cradled around mine.

Then, reality crashes in like a bucket of ice water.

I’m leaving today.

I turn my head slightly, careful not to wake him, and check the clock on the nightstand.

7:47 AM.

I need to be at the airport by ten, which means I need to leave here in the next hour if I want to go back to Violet and Iris’s place to get my stuff.

Reign shifts behind me, and his arm tightens around my waist in his sleep.

His face is relaxed and peaceful, younger-looking without the intensity that marked his features last night. Dark stubble shadows his jaw, and his hair is messed up from my fingers running through it.

My chest tightens with something I don’t want to name.

I should wake him up. I should say goodbye and thank him for the most incredible night of my life.

But looking at him now, I can’t bring myself to do it.

What would I say?

Thanks for the amazing sex, but I’m going home to get engaged to another man.

The thought makes my stomach churn.

Carefully, slowly, I start to ease out from under his arm. He makes a soft sound in his sleep, and I freeze, holding my breath. But he just shifts again and settles back into deeper sleep.

I slip from the bed like a ghost and gather my scattered clothes from around the room. My dress is wrinkled beyond salvation, and my panties are nowhere to be found. I remember now that Reign tore them off me somewhere between round one and two. Or was it three and four? The night is a blur of sensation and pleasure and Reign’s hands and mouth on every inch of my skin.

I pull on my dress without underwear, cringing at how obvious it is that I’ve spent the entire night getting fucked. My hair is a disaster and my makeup long gone. I look exactly like what I am. A woman sneaking out after a one-night stand.

I find my purse and shoes by the door where I’d dropped them in our desperate rush to get to the bed. My phone shows three missed calls from Violet and a string of texts asking if I’m okay, if I’m coming back tonight, if they should send a search party.

The last text, sent twenty minutes ago, just says: “Get it, girl. See you at the airport.”

Despite everything, I smile. My friends know me too well.

I take one last look at Reign, memorizing the sight of him sprawled across the king-size bed, the sheets tangled around his waist, one arm flung over the space where I’d been sleeping. He looks like a fallen god, all golden skin and muscle and raw masculine beauty.

My throat closes up.

I slip out the door as quietly as possible, pulling it shut behind me with the softest click. The hallway is empty, silent except for the hum of air conditioning. I feel like I’m walking through a dream as I make my way to the elevator, like I’m leaving some alternate reality where I’m brave enough to take what I want.

The elevator ride down feels endless. When the doors finally open in the lobby, there’s the usual morning bustle of a busy hotel with business travelers checking out and families heading to breakfast. The quiet efficiency of staff preparing for another day.

I order a rideshare from the app, grateful when it shows a three-minute wait time. I can’t stand the thought of lingering here, of risking Reign waking up and finding me gone. Better to rip the bandage off quickly.

The car ride to Violet and Iris’s apartment passes in a blur of San Diego morning traffic. I stare out the window at the palm trees and perfect blue sky, trying not to think about mountain views and pine trees and wraparound porches.

Trying not to think about the way Reign looked at me like I was the answer to a question he had been asking his whole life.

By the time I’m standing outside my friends’ door, my hands are shaking. I use my key to let myself in, hoping they’re somehow asleep so I can collect myself before facing their questions.

No such luck.

“There she is!” Iris calls from the kitchen, where she’s making coffee in an oversized t-shirt and pajama shorts. “The walk of shame queen herself.”

Violet looks up from her laptop at the kitchen table, taking in my appearance with one sweeping glance. Her expression immediately shifts from amusement to concern.

“Honey, what’s wrong?”

That’s all it takes. The careful composure I’ve been holding onto since I woke up crumbles like a house of cards. I sink onto their couch and burst into tears.

“Oh, shit,” Iris mutters, abandoning her coffee to rush over. “What happened? Did that asshole hurt you? Because I will literally hunt him down and cut off his⁠—”

“No,” I manage between sobs. “He was perfect. He was so fucking perfect, and that’s the problem.”

Violet settles beside me, rubbing my back in slow circles. “Tell us what happened.”

So I do. Through tears and hiccups and probably way too much detail, I tell them everything. About Reign’s intensity, his gentleness, the way he made me feel like the only woman in the world. About waking up in his arms and wanting to stay there forever. About sneaking out like a coward because I couldn’t face saying goodbye.

“Wow,” Iris breathes when I finally finish. “You really fell for him.”

“I can’t have fallen for him,” I protest, even as more tears spill down my cheeks. “I knew him for six hours.”

“Honey,” Violet says gently, “sometimes that’s all it takes.”

I think about her parents, who met at a coffee shop and were engaged three months later. They’ve been married for thirty years and still look at each other like teenagers in love.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” I say, wiping my nose with the tissue Iris hands me. “I’m getting on a plane in two hours. By tonight, I’ll be back home and officially engaged to Gio.”

The words sicken me as they come out of my mouth.

“You don’t have to be,” Violet says quietly. “You could stay. Fight for what you want.”

“And destroy my father’s business? Ruin everything he’s worked for?” I shake my head. “I can’t be that selfish.”

“It’s not selfish to want to be happy,” Iris argues. “Your dad wouldn’t want you to sacrifice your entire life for his company.”

But they don’t understand the pressure I’m under. The weight of being Arthur Worthington’s only child, his heir, his legacy.

“I need to pack,” I say, standing up on unsteady legs. “My flight⁠—”

“Is in two hours,” Violet finishes. “You have time. Sit. Drink coffee. Process what happened.”

“There’s nothing to process. It was a one-night stand. That’s all.”

Even as I say it, I know it’s a lie. What happened with Reign was so much more than just sex. It was connection, understanding, the feeling of being truly seen for the first time in my life.

It was everything I’ve been looking for and everything I can never have.

Iris presses a mug of coffee into my hands, extra cream and sugar the way I like it. The normalcy of the gesture makes me want to cry again.

“You know what I think?” she says, settling cross-legged on the floor in front of me. “I think you’re scared.”

“Of course, I’m scared. I’m about to commit my life to a man I don’t love.”

“No, not of that. You’re scared of Reign. Of how he made you feel.”

I start to protest, but she holds up a hand.

“You’ve spent your whole life doing what’s expected, never rocking the boat. And then this mountain man shows up and makes you feel wild and free and like you could be anyone you wanted to be. That’s terrifying when you’ve never been allowed to want things for yourself.”

Her words hit too close to home. I take a shaky sip of coffee, trying to find my equilibrium.

“It doesn’t matter what I want,” I say finally. “Some of us don’t get fairy tale endings.”

“Bullshit,” Iris says flatly. “You’re choosing not to fight for yours.”

The coffee turns to acid in my stomach.

“I need to pack,” I say again, standing abruptly. “I can’t miss this flight.”

Violet and Iris exchange a look, but they don’t argue. They help me gather my things and pack my suitcase. Through it all, I feel like I’m moving underwater, going through the motions of leaving while part of me is still upstairs in that hotel room, wrapped in Reign’s arms.

The ride to the airport is quiet. My friends flank me in the backseat, offering silent support. It’s not until we’re standing at the security checkpoint that the reality of leaving hits me fully.

“This is it,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

“No,” Violet says firmly. “This is just goodbye for now. You always have a place here if you need it. Always.”

Iris hugs me so tight I can barely breathe.

“Call us the second you land. And if that caveman fiancé of yours gives you any trouble, we’re one phone call away.”

“I will.”

After one more round of hugs and promises to stay in touch, I walk through security on shaking legs.

The gate area is crowded with other passengers heading to various destinations. I find a seat near the window and stare out at the planes on the tarmac, trying not to think about Reign waking up to an empty bed. Trying not to wonder if he’s looking for me, if he’s hurt or angry or relieved.

Trying not to wish I’d been brave enough to wake him up and tell him the truth.

When they call for boarding, I stand in line with everyone else, my boarding pass clutched in my trembling hand. Each step toward the plane feels like I’m walking away from the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

As the plane taxis down the runway and lifts into the clear San Diego sky, I press my face to the small window and watch the city shrink below me. Somewhere down there, Reign is probably having breakfast, maybe wondering why I left. Maybe already forgetting about the girl who shared his bed for one perfect night.

The thought makes my chest ache with a pain so sharp I have to bite my lip to keep from crying again.

As we climb higher, heading toward the mountains and the life waiting for me in Cooper Heights, I close my eyes and let myself remember. The weight of his hands on my skin. The way he said my name. The feeling of being completely, utterly myself for the first time in my life.

Whatever happens next, I’ll always have that. One perfect night when I was brave enough to take what I wanted, even if I wasn’t brave enough to keep it.


FIVE
REIGN


I wake up with a jolt. Instantly, my arm shoots out as I reach for the empty space in the bed beside me. The sheets are cold like always. My head falls back against the pillow, and I groan.

It’s been exactly two weeks since San Diego. 

Fourteen days. 

Three hundred and thirty-six hours since I fell asleep with Elizabeth in my arms, only to wake up alone with nothing but the lingering scent of her perfume on my pillow.

I should have known this would happen.

Elizabeth was a flight risk from the moment I laid eyes on her. The way she deflected my questions at the bar, kept her answers vague, wouldn’t even give me her real name. Hell, I knew she was lying about half the shit she told me, but I didn’t care. Too caught up in the way she felt in my arms, the sounds she made when I was inside her.

But there was something else. Something real underneath all that evasion. The way she looked at me when she came apart, like I was the only man in the world. The way she curled into me afterward, trusting and soft.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand, stretching muscles tight from another restless night. Morning light filters through the windows of my cabin, illuminating the bedroom I designed with brutal efficiency. King-sized bed. Blackout curtains. Nothing unnecessary. Nothing to distract from its purpose. But now the simplicity feels hollow. Empty. Like something’s missing.

Like she’s missing.

I grab my phone from the nightstand and check for messages that I know won’t be there. As expected, there are no missed calls. No new texts. Nothing from the private investigator I hired last week in a moment of weakness. The fact that I even made that call tells me how fucked I am. 

The bathroom tile is cold against my feet as I step into the shower, and I turn the water as hot as it will go. Steam fills the space, but it does nothing to clear my head. All I can think about is her. The way she felt beneath me. The soft sounds she made when I pushed inside her. The look of surprise on her face when she came for the first time.

My cock hardens instantly at the memory.

I wrap my hand around it and close my eyes as water pounds against my shoulders. In my mind, it’s her hand, her mouth. I remember how tight she was, how perfectly she fit me. My grip tightens as I think about the way she looked at me afterward. Not with regret or shame, but with wonder. Like I’d shown her something about herself she never knew existed.

Pressure builds at the base of my spine.

“Elizabeth,” I growl, her name escaping as I come hard, my release washing away with the water.

The satisfaction is fleeting, replaced almost immediately by a gnawing emptiness. I finish washing with mechanical movements, shutting off the water with more force than necessary.

The mirror reveals what two weeks of obsession looks like. The dark circles under my eyes, the tension in my jaw. I look like shit and feel worse. I run a hand through my damp hair and push it back from my forehead.

I walk to the bedroom and pull open the dresser drawers. Instead of the tailored suits I typically wear to meet clients, I grab a worn flannel shirt and a pair of faded jeans. The fabric feels familiar against my skin as I dress, a reminder of who I was before I built my security business, before I started wearing suits to impress wealthy clients who pay for my expertise. I button the flannel, leaving the top two undone, and pull on the jeans that have molded to my body over years of wear.

I head to the kitchen, the hardwood floors cool beneath my bare feet. Light streams through the floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating dust motes that dance in the golden beams. Outside, pine trees sway gently in the mountain breeze, their deep green a stark contrast to the clear blue Wyoming sky. The view never fails to center me, even now.

The cabin is exactly what I wanted when I built it five years ago. Remote, defensible, with clear sightlines in all directions. Three thousand square feet of privacy tucked into the Wyoming mountains. No neighbors for miles. Just the way I like it.

This place is everything my penthouse in Cooper Heights isn’t. The city apartment is sleek, modern, impersonal—a place to conduct business and sleep between meetings. This cabin is where I come to breathe, to remember who I am.

The refrigerator yields eggs, peppers, and onions. I crack four eggs into a bowl with enough force to send yolk splattering across the counter.

Fuck.

I grab a towel, wiping up the mess while my thoughts spiral back to her.

Was she in trouble? Running from someone? The fear in her eyes hadn’t been directed at me, but at something else, something that made her lie about her name, made her flee before morning.

I’ve seen enough trauma in my life to recognize the signs. The way she flinched when I asked about her family. The careful way she answered questions, revealing nothing of substance. The resignation in her voice when she talked about moving back home.

The thought sends a surge of possessiveness through me that’s as powerful as it is irrational. She isn’t mine. We spent one night together. But something primal inside me disagrees, insists that she belongs to me in some fundamental way I can’t explain.

I dice the vegetables with practiced precision, the knife moving in a steady rhythm that does nothing to calm the storm in my head. The skillet heats on the stove as I toss in butter, watching it melt and bubble before adding the vegetables. They sizzle and pop, filling the kitchen with a scent that turns my stomach. The eggs follow, folding into a perfect omelet that I plate without enthusiasm.

I sit at the oak table I crafted myself, staring at food I don’t want. One bite confirms what I already know. It tastes like nothing. Everything tastes like nothing lately.

I abandon the plate and move to the coffee maker. The rich aroma fills the kitchen as dark liquid drips into the carafe. I pour a cup and step onto the deck, letting the mountain air wash over me. The valley stretches below, mist still clinging to the trees in the early morning light. In the distance, the jagged peaks of the Tetons pierce the sky, indifferent to my turmoil.

This view usually brings me peace. Today, it only emphasizes how alone I am.

A sharp knock interrupts my brooding.

Before I can respond, the door swings open, and Marcus strides in with a bottle of amber liquid in one hand and a grin that fades the moment he gets a good look at me.

“What the hell happened to you?” he asks, stopping dead in his tracks. “You look like shit.”

I set my coffee mug down on the counter with a grunt. “Good to see you, too, asshole.”

His eyes never leave my face, taking in the week-old beard I haven’t bothered to trim and the dark circles that have become permanent fixtures under my eyes.

“Seriously, what the fuck happened to you?” He sets the bottle on the counter. It’s a bottle of some fancy rum from Fiji, no doubt a souvenir from his honeymoon with Lainey. “I’ve been gone for two weeks, and you look like you’ve been living under a bridge.”

The concern in his voice grates on my nerves.

I’m not used to being on this side of the conversation. For years, Marcus was the brooding one, the guy who needed pulling back from the edge. Now, he’s happily married, and I’m the one falling apart over a woman. The irony isn’t lost on me.

“Nothing happened,” I lie, standing to pour coffee I don’t want. “Just been busy.”

Marcus snorts and helps himself to a mug from my cabinet. 

“Bullshit. I know what ‘busy’ looks like on you. This isn’t it. What’s going on?”

I consider brushing him off again, but what’s the point? Marcus knows me better than anyone. He’ll see through whatever excuse I come up with.

“I met someone in San Diego at your wedding.”

“Must have been some woman to turn you into a caveman in just two weeks.”

“She was. We spent the night together.”

“And?” Marcus prompts when I don’t continue.

“And nothing. She was gone before morning. No number, no address. And she lied about her name.” The anger I’ve been suppressing bubbles to the surface. “Elizabeth. That’s what she called herself.”

“Wait, was she the woman from the bar? The one you couldn’t stop staring at?”

“Yep.” 

I shouldn’t be surprised he remembers her, but I am.

“Damn.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “So you had a one-night stand with a woman who gave you a fake name. That’s happened before. Why is this one different?”

The question hangs between us, demanding an answer I’m not sure I have. Why is she different? What makes Elizabeth, or whatever her real name is, the one woman I can’t get out of my head?

“I don’t know.” I run a hand through my hair. “There was just something about her, you know. Something that felt...”

“Right,” Marcus finishes for me, his expression softening with understanding. “Like Lainey felt for me.”

I nod, grateful that he gets it without me having to spell it out.

“I hired someone to find her.”

Marcus’s eyes widen. “Damn, Reign. That’s...”

“Fucked up? Obsessive? Trust me, I know.” I push away from the counter and pace the length of the kitchen. “I can’t explain it. I just need to know she’s okay.”

“And if she is? Then what?”

The question stops me in my tracks.

What then? What do I expect to happen if I find her? That she’ll fall into my arms? That we’ll ride off into the sunset together? I’m forty-four years old, for fuck’s sake. I don’t believe in fairy tales.

But I can’t shake the feeling that there was something real between us. Something worth pursuing.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “I just know I need to see her again.”

Marcus sets his mug down and glances toward the hallway that leads to the east side of the cabin.

“What’s with all the construction stuff in the spare room?” he asks.

I tense, not ready to explain the project I started three days ago in a fit of what can only be described as hopeful insanity.

“It’s nothing,” I say, too quickly.

Marcus raises an eyebrow. Clearly, he’s not buying it. “Nothing? There’s a busted wall and enough lumber in there to build a small house.”

I sigh. “I’m converting the guest room into an art studio.”

“An art studio?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Since when do you paint?”

“I don’t.” I take a deep breath, preparing for the judgment that’s sure to follow. “It’s for her.”

“Who?”

“Elizabeth.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “You’re building an art studio for a woman you spent one night with?”

When he puts it like that, it sounds insane. Maybe it is.

“She went to school to be an artist,” I explain, hearing the desperation in my own voice. “Said she wanted to get back into painting again.”

Marcus gives a low whistle. “Damn, you’ve got it bad.”

“Fucking tell me about it.”

As he walks back to the kitchen, his elbow knocks an envelope from the counter. He bends to retrieve it, glancing at the contents before handing it to me.

“Oh shit, your brother is fighting Reyes this weekend,” Marcus says, examining the tickets more closely.

I grunt in response, turning back to my coffee. “Yeah, he is.”

“You going to go?”

I snatch the tickets from his hand and toss them back on the counter. “No.”

“Why the hell not?” Marcus picks them up again. “These are ringside seats. Do you know how hard these are to get?”

“You know exactly why not,” I say, my jaw clenching.

I turn away, staring out the window at the mountains. The complicated history between Ben and me isn’t something I talk about, not even with Marcus. Twenty years of silence doesn’t break easy. Ben was a kid when I left to join the Marines, still trying to figure out who he was and who he was going to be. By the time I came back, he was a grown man with his own demons, his own anger at the brother who abandoned him to deal with life alone.

The tickets started arriving last year when Ben moved to Cooper Heights to train at the Worthington Gym. Every fight, like clockwork, an envelope would appear with two ringside seats. No note. No message. Just the tickets. An olive branch I’ve been too stubborn to accept.

“This is a huge fight,” Marcus cuts through my thoughts. “If he wins against Reyes, he moves on to the title fight. Your little brother could be a world champion.”

My little brother. The words twist something in my chest. He’s thirty-three now, hardly little. But in my mind, he’s still that skinny kid begging me not to leave, promising he’d be good if I just stayed.

“I know what’s at stake.” My voice sounds tired even to my own ears.

I pick up the tickets, feeling their weight. Ben keeps sending them. Despite everything, despite the silence and the years between us, he keeps reaching out. And I keep pushing him away.

“When’s the last time you left this cabin?” Marcus asks.

I don’t answer because we both know it’s been two weeks. Two weeks of brooding over a woman whose real name I don’t even know, building an art studio for a ghost, driving myself crazy with what-ifs and maybes.

“Fine,” I say finally, the word dragging out of me. “I’ll go.”

Marcus grins and claps me on the shoulder. “Good. And for fuck’s sake, shave before then. You look like a serial killer.”

I run a hand over my jaw, feeling the thick growth of beard. “Maybe that’s the look I’m going for.”

“Well, it’s working.” He gestures to the bottle of rum. “Now, are we going to open this or what? I didn’t fly it back from Fiji just to look at it.”

“You just want those ringside seats,” I joke, reaching for glasses in the cabinet.

Marcus laughs. “Damn right, I do.”

I grab two glasses, grateful for the distraction. As Marcus pours, I find myself wondering if going to the fight is really about reconnecting with Ben or simply escaping the cabin that now feels haunted by Elizabeth’s absence.

The rum burns pleasantly as it goes down, but it does nothing to fill the emptiness that’s taken up residence in my chest. Nothing will, I suspect, except finding her.

And I will find her. And when I do, I’m going to bring her back where she belongs. Here. Home.

With me.


SIX
AUDREY


“Audrey!” Lucille’s voice cuts through my daydream and yanks me back to reality. “Audrey, are you listening?”

I blink rapidly and find her staring at me with thinly veiled irritation.

Instantly, I straighten in my chair. “I’m sorry, what?” 

“The roses, dear.” She gestures to the elaborate floral arrangements spread across the table before us. “White or blush for the centerpieces?”

I glance down at the flowers and try to focus. “Um, the blush ones. They’re beautiful.”

The florist, Marguerite, beams at my selection.

“Excellent choice, Miss Worthington. The blush roses will complement the ivory linens beautifully.”

We’re sitting in Petals & Blooms, the most exclusive floral boutique in Wyoming. The shop is a converted Victorian house, with original hardwood floors and delicate crown molding. Crystal vases filled with exotic blooms line antique shelves, and the air is heavy with the mingled scents of roses, lilies, and freesia. Sunlight streams through tall windows, catching on the diamond that weighs down my left hand.

This is the third wedding appointment this week. Yesterday was the caterer, tomorrow the venue coordinator. Lucille has orchestrated every detail with military precision, as if rushing through the planning might prevent me from changing my mind. Not that I have that option.

I should be paying attention to these details. This is, after all, my wedding. 

But my mind keeps drifting back to San Diego.

“The roses will pair wonderfully with the peonies we discussed for the bridal bouquet,” Marguerite continues, flipping through her portfolio to show us examples. “And for the ceremony arch, I was thinking cascading orchids with⁠—”

My attention drifts away from the cascade of wedding details spilling from Marguerite’s perfectly glossed lips. Her voice becomes background noise, blending with the soft classical music playing overhead as my mind drifts back to San Diego.

In my mind, I’m back in that hotel room. I can almost feel the weight of Reign’s arms around me, the scratch of his beard against my neck, the way his voice rumbled through his chest when he growled my name.

“Audrey.” Lucille’s voice has that warning edge again.

“Yes?”

“Marguerite asked about the bridesmaids’ flowers.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, forcing myself to focus. “What were the options again?”

Lucille sighs, the sound heavy with disappointment. “Perhaps we should take a short break. Marguerite, would you mind getting us some water?”

The florist nods and disappears toward the back of the shop, leaving the two of us alone.

“What is wrong with you today?” Lucille’s voice is low but sharp. “This is your wedding we’re planning. The most important day of your life.”

I resist the urge to correct her. 

“I’m just tired,” I tell her. “There’s been so much to organize.”

“That’s why I’m handling most of it,” she reminds me. “All you need to do is show up and make decisions when asked. Is that really so difficult?”

Before I can answer, Marguerite returns with water.

“Here you go, dear,” she says, handing me a crystal glass. “You looked a bit flushed.”

I take a grateful sip, the cool water doing little to wash away the bitter taste of Lucille’s words. Most important day of my life. If only she knew what the most important night of my life had actually been. That night where I was wrapped in Reign’s arms, feeling truly alive for the first time in twenty-three years, was far more important.

“Now then,” Marguerite settles back into her chair, oblivious to the tension crackling between Lucille and me. “For the bridesmaids’ bouquets, I was thinking smaller versions of your arrangement. Perhaps white roses with touches of eucalyptus?”

“That sounds lovely,” Lucille answers when I don’t respond quickly enough.

I nod absently, my fingers unconsciously twisting the engagement ring Gio placed on my finger three days ago.

I wonder what Reign is doing right now. Is he thinking about me? Does he hate me for disappearing without a word? I wouldn’t blame him. What kind of person sleeps with someone, connects with someone on that level, and then vanishes before dawn?

The kind of person who’s engaged to someone else.

Two more hours of floral decisions later, we’re finally done. Lucille signs the contract while I gather my purse, eager to escape the cloying scent of flowers that now reminds me of obligation rather than romance. Outside, our driver holds the door of the black SUV open for us. The tinted windows shield us from curious onlookers as we slide into the leather interior. As soon as the door closes, Lucille turns to me, her expression severe.

“That was embarrassing,” she says. “You were completely distracted the entire meeting.”

“I said I was sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t fix the impression you left. Marguerite is the most sought-after florist in the state. Do you know how many strings I had to pull to get her for your wedding?”

I stare out the window as we pull away from the curb, watching the boutiques and cafés of downtown blur together. 

“I appreciate everything you’re doing, Lucille.”

“Do you? Because you’re certainly not acting like it.”

I sigh and bite my tongue.

As we approach the Worthington estate, I straighten my posture and prepare to step back into character. The wrought iron gates swing open to admit us, and the SUV turns onto the driveway toward the sprawling mansion where I grew up.

My heart sinks when I spot another black SUV parked at the entrance, flanked by two men in suits.

Gio is here.

“Did you know Gio was coming today?” Lucille asks, following my gaze to the security detail.

“No,” I say, my stomach dropping. “He didn’t mention it.”

This has been the one silver lining of our engagement, if I can call it that. After slipping that massive diamond onto my finger three days after I returned from San Diego, Gio has mostly kept his distance. He’s always claiming to be away on business, handling “important things” that require his immediate attention. I don’t want to think too hard about what kind of business requires the level of security I’ve been witnessing. Every time I see him, there are more men in suits, more earpieces, more guns hidden beneath expensive jackets.

We barely talk except to discuss wedding logistics and appearances we need to make together. Part of me has been hoping this arrangement might stay exactly that. An arrangement. Cold, distant, purely transactional.

But I’m not naive enough to think that will last forever.

“Honestly, Audrey,” Lucille sighs as our SUV comes to a stop. “How do you expect to build a marriage if you don’t even know his schedule?”

The driver opens my door, and I step out onto the circular driveway, my heels clicking against the stone. The late afternoon sun glints off the mansion’s windows, and I can see a figure moving behind the sheer curtains of the front parlor.

Gio is waiting.

“Maybe he wanted to surprise me,” I say weakly, though we both know that’s not his style. Giovanni Vega doesn’t do romantic surprises. Everything he does is calculated, planned, designed to serve his purposes.

Lucille’s heels tap a sharp rhythm as we climb the front steps. Before we can reach for the door handle, it swings open to reveal Maria, our longtime housekeeper.

“Miss Audrey,” she says with a warm smile. “Mr. Vega is waiting for you in the library.”

Of course, he is. The library is my father’s old sanctuary, the room where he used to retreat to make his most important business decisions. Gio claiming that space feels like another small violation, another way he’s inserting himself into every corner of my family’s legacy.

“Thank you, Maria,” I say, handing her my purse. “How long has he been here?”

“About an hour, miss. He’s been making phone calls.”

Lucille touches my arm. “Go to him. I’ll have Maria bring tea.”

I want to argue, to insist that this is still my home and I shouldn’t have to report to anyone. But the words die in my throat. This stopped being entirely my home the moment I agreed to marry Gio. Now it’s a shared asset, part of the deal we’ve struck.

The library door is slightly ajar, and I can hear Gio’s voice before I reach it.

I take a deep breath and push open the library door, stepping into the room that still smells faintly of my father’s cologne and old leather. Gio stands with his back to me, phone pressed to his ear, but he turns the moment he hears my footsteps.

His face transforms into that devastating smile that probably melts most women’s hearts. At thirty-six, Giovanni Vega is undeniably gorgeous. He is six feet three inches of perfectly tailored masculinity. His dark hair is styled with just enough product to look effortless, and his broad shoulders strain against his expensive suit jacket in a way that hints at the fighter he used to be. Even I can admit he’s objectively beautiful. It’s everything else about him that makes my skin crawl.

“I’ll call you back,” he says into the phone, his eyes never leaving mine. He ends the call and slips the device into his jacket pocket. “There’s my beautiful fiancée.”

I force my lips into what I hope passes for a pleasant smile. “Gio. I wasn’t expecting you until later.”

He crosses the room quickly and leans down to kiss my cheek. His lips are warm, his cologne expensive, but all I can think about is how different this feels from Reign’s rough stubble and cedar scent.

“I thought we should get there early tonight,” he says, his hand settling possessively on my lower back. “I want to introduce you to some people, and I’d like to stop by the locker room to wish Ben good luck before the fight.”

Ben Mitchell. Gio’s latest obsession and most promising investment. The heavyweight moved down from Montana six months ago and signed with Vega Promotions, much to the delight of everyone in Cooper Heights who follows boxing. Tonight’s fight against Reyes could send him straight to a title shot if he wins. It’s huge for Ben, and even bigger for Gio’s reputation as a promoter.

“That sounds nice,” I lie, already dreading the spectacle of being paraded around as Gio’s trophy fiancée.

A soft knock interrupts us, and Maria appears in the doorway with a silver tea service.

“Perfect timing,” I murmur, grateful for the interruption.

“Just set it on the side table, Maria,” Gio says with the kind of easy authority that makes it clear he considers himself master of this house already.

Before Maria can respond, Lucille glides into the room, her face lighting up the moment she sees Gio.

“Giovanni!” she exclaims, moving toward him with the kind of enthusiasm she rarely shows me. “What a lovely surprise.”

“Lucille.” He takes her hand and brings it to his lips in a gesture that’s both old-fashioned and slightly theatrical. “You look radiant as always.”

Lucille practically glows under his attention, and I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes.

“I was just telling Audrey that I wanted to get to the arena early tonight,” Gio explains, still holding Lucille’s hand. “I’d like to introduce her to Ben Mitchell before the fight. Give her a chance to meet the man who’s going to make Vega Promotions a household name.”

“Oh, what an excellent idea!” Lucille claps her hands together like he’s just suggested something brilliant instead of a simple introduction. “Audrey, isn’t that wonderful?”

“Wonderful,” I echo flatly.

Lucille either doesn’t notice my lack of enthusiasm or chooses to ignore it. “We should get you upstairs to change then. You’ll want to look perfect for such an important evening.”

“That’s a great idea,” Gio agrees, his dark eyes scanning me from head to toe in a way that makes my skin prickle with discomfort. “Wear the red dress I sent over. The one from Milan.”

It’s not a suggestion. It’s a command, delivered with that same easy authority he used with Maria. The red dress in question is currently hanging in my closet with the tags still on. It’s skintight and screams “look at what belongs to me” rather than anything I’d choose for myself.

“Of course,” I say, because what else can I say?

Lucille is already moving toward the door, clearly expecting me to follow. “We’ll be down in thirty minutes,” she tells Gio. “Will that give you enough time to finish your calls?”

“Perfect.” He settles into one of the leather chairs like he owns it, already reaching for his phone again. “Take your time, ladies. I want my girl looking absolutely stunning tonight.”

The possessiveness in his voice makes something cold settle in my stomach.

Lucille ushers me out of the library and toward the main staircase, I catch a glimpse of Gio through the partially open door. He’s already back on his phone, speaking in rapid Italian to whoever’s on the other end.

“You’re so lucky, darling,” Lucille says as we climb the stairs. “Giovanni is such a thoughtful man. Always thinking of ways to include you in his world.”

Include me. As if I have any choice in the matter.

“Yes,” I murmur. “So thoughtful.”

The irony burns like acid in my throat. But as we reach the second floor and I catch sight of myself in the hallway mirror, I wonder how much longer I can keep this up.

In my bedroom, she goes straight to my walk-in closet while I sit heavily on the edge of my bed. The engagement ring catches the light, sending rainbow fractures across the white comforter. Three carats of perfect clarity that feels like a shackle around my finger.

“This one,” Lucille says, emerging with a sleek red dress. “It’s sophisticated but not too conservative. Gio has excellent taste. Perfect for tonight.”

I take the dress without comment and disappear into my bathroom to change. When I emerge, Lucille is sitting in the velvet chair by my vanity, watching me with calculating eyes.

“You know,” she says casually, “you don’t have to come home tonight.”

I freeze in the middle of zipping the dress. “What?”

“Gio has that beautiful penthouse downtown. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to have you stay over.” She picks up my jewelry box, selecting a pair of diamond earrings. “You are engaged, after all.”

“Lucille!”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, I’m not a prude, Audrey.” She stands and approaches me with the earrings. “It’s only natural for an engaged couple to want to spend alone time together.”

The way she says it makes my skin crawl. As if she’s discussing the weather instead of essentially pimping out her own stepdaughter.

“I’m not ready for that,” I say firmly, taking the earrings from her hands.

“When will you be ready? You’re getting married in three months.” She smooths a hand over my hair. “It’s time to start acting like his wife.”

I want to scream that I’ll never be ready. That the thought of Gio’s hands on me makes me want to crawl out of my own skin. That I gave my virginity to a stranger in San Diego because even a one-night stand felt more real than this engagement ever will.

Instead, I put on the earrings and check my reflection in the mirror.

“I’ll think about it,” I lie.

Twenty minutes later, I descend the stairs to find Gio waiting in the foyer, his attention on his phone. When he looks up, his eyes darken as they travel slowly from my face down the length of my body and back up again.

“Perfect,” he says, tucking his phone away. “You’ll be the most beautiful woman there.”

He offers his arm, and I take it, feeling the solid muscle beneath the expensive fabric of his suit. As we walk to the waiting SUV, I notice there are now four security personnel surrounding us.

“Is all this security necessary?” I ask as one of them opens the car door.

Gio helps me into the backseat before sliding in beside me.

“Unfortunately, yes. There have been some threats recently.”

“Threats?” I turn to face him. “What kind of threats?”

His expression darkens. “Nothing for you to worry about. Just some disgruntled fighters and their managers unhappy with contract negotiations.” He moves closer, his thigh pressing against mine in the spacious backseat. “You’re safe with me, Audrey.”

As the SUV pulls away from the estate, Gio briefs me on tonight’s event. I listen and nod while the Wyoming landscape rushes past the tinted windows. Mountains rise in the distance, their peaks still snow-capped even in late spring. The sight of them brings an unexpected pang of longing.

I’ve always loved the mountains, the wildness they represent. Freedom. Possibility. Everything my carefully controlled life lacks.

The irony doesn’t escape me. I’m engaged to one of the most powerful men in professional fighting, yet I’ve never felt more powerless.

And then there’s Reign. The wild card I never expected. One weekend that somehow carved itself deeper into my heart than I could have ever imagined. One night that showed me what connection really feels like.

I know it’s ridiculous. You can’t fall for someone after a single night. That’s the stuff of fairy tales and romantic comedies, not real life. Real life is compromise and obligation and doing what needs to be done for your family.

The SUV slows as we approach Worthington Arena. As I look up at the building, my chest tightens with unexpected emotion.

Dad’s name is still there in bold letters across the facade: WORTHINGTON ARENA. Below it, a smaller sign reads “Home of Champions.” He would have been so proud to host a fight of this magnitude here. The arena he built from the ground up, his monument to the sport that made him everything he was.

The SUV pulls into the VIP entrance, where more security personnel wait. As Gio helps me from the car, camera flashes explode around us. I hadn’t expected media attention, but of course, there would be. This is the biggest fight Cooper Heights has seen in years.

“Smile,” Gio murmurs against my ear, his hand firmly planted on my lower back as we walk toward the entrance. “Let them see how happy we are.”

I force my lips into what I hope resembles happiness while reporters shout questions I can’t quite make out over the chaos. Inside, the arena buzzes with pre-fight energy. The main floor has been converted to accommodate the boxing ring, surrounded by rows of expensive seats filled with Wyoming’s elite. Above us, the general admission sections are already packed with fight fans clutching beers and programs.

“Come,” Gio says, steering me toward a hallway marked “Authorized Personnel Only.” “I want you to meet Ben before he gets into fight mode.”

We walk through a maze of concrete corridors, past equipment rooms and storage areas. The walls are lined with photographs of fighters who’ve competed here over the years, including several of my father during his championship days. My steps slow as we pass one particular photo—Dad at twenty-five, arms raised in victory after winning his first heavyweight title.

I’m doing this for you, Daddy, I remind myself. I won’t let your legacy die.

Gio notices my pause and follows my gaze to the photograph. “Arthur was a hell of a fighter,” he says, his voice softer than usual. “Ben reminds me of him sometimes. That same hunger, that determination to be the best.”

“Really?” The comparison surprises me. Dad always said the best fighters had something to prove, something driving them beyond just wanting to win.

“Absolutely. You’ll see what I mean when you meet him.”

The locker room area is controlled chaos. Trainers, managers, and cornermen move with purpose while the sounds of gloves hitting heavy bags echo from behind closed doors. Gio stops outside a door marked “MITCHELL” and knocks twice.

“Come in,” a deep voice calls.

Gio opens the door and gestures for me to enter first. The locker room is larger than I expected, with benches along the walls and a massage table in the center. But what stops me cold is the man sitting on the bench, wrapping his hands with practiced precision.

Ben Mitchell is enormous. At least six-foot-four with shoulders that could span a doorway, he’s everything you’d expect from a heavyweight contender.

“Ben,” Gio calls. “I want you to meet someone.”

Ben stands, and I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. He’s got the same rugged, mountain man look that seems to be standard issue for men from this part of the country—thick, dark beard, calloused hands, the kind of presence that fills a room. But there’s something familiar about his features that I can’t quite place.

“This is my fiancée, Audrey Worthington,” Gio says, his hand sliding possessively around my waist.

Ben’s eyes widen slightly at my name, and he steps forward with an easy smile. “Miss Worthington. It’s an honor to meet you. Your father was a legend.”

“Thank you,” I manage, shaking his offered hand. His grip is firm but gentle, mindful of his size. “Gio speaks highly of your skills.”

“He better,” Ben says with a grin that transforms his intense features into something almost boyish. “I’m his ticket to the championship.”

Gio laughs, clapping Ben on the shoulder. “Confidence. I like it. Just back it up in the ring tonight.”

“Always do, boss.” Ben’s attention shifts to something behind us, and his expression brightens. “Hey, perfect timing. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

I turn, following his gaze. A tall figure stands with his back to us, examining the fight card posted on the wall. Even from behind, something about him sends a jolt of recognition through my body. The broad shoulders beneath a blue plaid shirt. The way he stands, weight shifted slightly to one side. The dark hair, shorter on the sides but longer on top.

My heart hammers against my ribs as Ben calls out to him.

“Hey! Come meet the boss.”

The man turns, and time slows to a crawl. The noise of the arena fades to a distant hum. My lungs forget how to function as his face comes into view, revealing the features that have haunted my dreams for two weeks.

Reign.

Only he looks different from the man I met in San Diego. The clean-shaven executive in a tailored suit has been replaced by something wilder, more rugged. A short beard now covers his jaw, making his blue eyes seem even more intense by contrast. The plaid shirt and worn jeans give him the appearance of a mountain man stepped straight out of the wilderness.

Our eyes lock, and I watch recognition flare in those blue depths before his expression smooths into careful neutrality. The shock that must be written all over my face is nowhere to be found in his. He’s controlled, composed, revealing nothing while I stand here literally speechless, my body humming with awareness like a tuning fork struck against stone.

“This is my brother, Jackson,” Ben says, completely unaware of the silent earthquake occurring between us, “but everyone calls him Reign.”
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Time stops when I turn around and see her face.

Elizabeth. My Elizabeth, standing in front of me, wearing a red dress that hugs every curve I remember mapping with my hands. The shock in her eyes tells me she's just as stunned to see me as I am to see her.

"Reign, this is Gio Vega, and his fiancée, Audrey," Ben says. He's completely oblivious to the fact that my world just shifted on its axis. "Gio is my sponsor and the founder of Vega Promotions."

Every protective instinct I possess roars to life as the pieces click into place. This is what she was running from in San Diego. This is the "family obligation" that made her look like she was heading to her execution.

Vega extends his hand toward me. "Nice to meet you, Reign." His Italian accent is unmistakable. "I didn't know Ben had a brother."

"Most people don't," I reply.

I force myself to take his hand and fight the primal urge to crush his fingers in mine. The contact is brief, professional, but every muscle in my body stays coiled for violence.

"Audrey's dad is Arthur Worthington," Ben continues. "The founder of Worthington Sports. He built this arena."

"Miss Worthington." I extend my hand, keeping my voice steady despite the rage building in my chest. "It's a pleasure to meet you."

Her fingers tremble slightly when they touch mine, and I have to resist the urge to pull her against me, to claim her in front of everyone watching. The contact sends electricity shooting up my arm, the same instant recognition that hit me in San Diego.

"Your dad was one hell of a boxer," Marcus chimes in, moving closer to our group. "Arthur Worthington was a legend in the ring before he became a business mogul. Three-time heavyweight champion, right?"

Audrey's smile seems forced as she nods. "He was. Thank you."

"Built quite a legacy," Marcus continues. "From fighter to promoter to major venues."

Gio's chest puffs with obvious pride as he slides his arm around Audrey's waist, pulling her closer. The possessive gesture makes my jaw clench.

"Arthur was a visionary. The merger between our companies will honor that legacy while taking it to the next level."

"Should be good for everyone," Ben says, his focus already shifting. "Especially after tonight's fight."

I watch Audrey's face carefully as the conversation continues. Her smile never wavers, but something flickers in her eyes. Resignation, maybe, or trapped desperation. Her body language tells a different story than her words. She stands perfectly straight, the picture of a supportive fiancée, but her free hand clenches at her side.

"We're expecting big things from tonight," Gio says, his satisfaction obvious. "Ben's performance will set the tone for everything that comes next."

Ben nods, but I can see his mind is elsewhere now. Pre-fight nerves starting to kick in, the mental preparation that every fighter goes through.

"And what do you do, Reign? Besides coaching strategy?" Gio asks, his attention shifting back to me.

"Security consulting," I reply, keeping my answer brief. The less information I give this bastard, the better.

"Interesting." His dark eyes assess me with new interest. "Private or corporate?"

"Both."

Audrey's gaze darts between us, tension radiating from her small frame. She knows I'm being deliberately vague, just as I know she's fighting to maintain her composure.

"Well," Gio says after a moment, apparently deciding I'm not worth further investigation, "we should let Ben focus on his preparation. There are some people upstairs I want Audrey to meet before the fight starts."

The way he says it makes my hands curl into fists.

"Of course," Audrey agrees smoothly. "It was wonderful meeting you both."

Her eyes meet mine for just a second, and I see everything she can't say. The fear, the longing, the desperate wish that things were different.

"Good luck tonight, Ben," Gio says, extending his hand to my brother. "Show them what Vega Promotions fighters are made of."

"Count on it, boss," Ben replies, shaking his hand firmly.

"Enjoy the fight, gentlemen," Gio says, already guiding Audrey toward the door with his hand firmly planted on her lower back.

I watch them go, memorizing the way her dress moves with each step, the graceful line of her neck, the way she holds herself with perfect posture even when she's clearly trapped.

Ben turns back to me once they're gone, his expression shifting to something more serious. "Thanks for coming tonight, Reign. It means everything to have you here."

"Wouldn't miss it," I say, clasping his shoulder. "You ready for this?"

"As ready as I'll ever be." He grins, but I can see the focus sharpening in his eyes. "Reyes is tough, but I've been preparing for this fight my whole life."

"Then go show them what you're made of."

"I will." Ben moves toward his gear bag, already transitioning into fight mode. "We'll talk after, yeah? There's a lot I want to catch up on."

"Count on it."

Marcus and I head toward the door, leaving Ben to his final preparations. The hallway outside the locker room buzzes with pre-fight energy. Cornermen running last-minute errands, officials checking credentials, the controlled chaos that happens before every major fight. The air is thick with anticipation, the kind of electric energy that builds when hundreds of people gather to watch two men test themselves against each other.

"We need to find somewhere to sit," Marcus says quietly. "Before you do something that fucks up Ben's career."

I follow him toward our seats in the VIP section, my mind reeling from what just happened. The woman I've been tearing apart Wyoming to find is engaged to my brother's sponsor. The woman who gave me a fake name and disappeared without a trace is about to marry a man who makes my skin crawl.

Our seats are perfectly positioned—close enough to the ring to see every detail of the fight, but far enough from Vega's private box that I won't have to watch his hands on Audrey throughout the evening. The arena continues to fill as fight time approaches, the crowd's energy building with each passing minute.

"What the fuck was that?" Marcus asks once we're seated and out of earshot.

"That's her," I growl.

"Who?"

"The woman from San Diego."

Marcus's eyes widen in disbelief. "She's Elizabeth?"

"Yeah. And apparently she's engaged to that motherfucker."

"Jesus Christ," Marcus mutters, running a hand through his hair. "What are the odds?"

I don't answer because I'm watching Audrey in Vega's private box across the arena. Even from this distance, I can see the rigid control in her posture, the careful way she maintains space between them despite the intimate setting. She sits with perfect posture, hands folded in her lap, looking like she's attending a business meeting rather than a fight.

"What do you know about Vega?" I ask.

Marcus follows my gaze, his expression calculating. "Thirty-six. Used to be a small-time gangbanger that ran with the Torrino crew out of Chicago."

I nod, not surprised. Marcus has always been better at gathering intelligence on potential threats. While I focus on the tactical side of our business, he keeps his ear to the ground about who's who in the criminal world. It's served us well over the years.

"Started fighting MMA while he was still running with them," Marcus continues. "Had some talent, won a few fights. Then he got popped for racketeering and did three years in federal."

"That explains the prison ink," I mutter, remembering the subtle tattoos I glimpsed on Vega's hands during our handshake.

"Got out about eight years ago. Still connected to the Torrinos, but he keeps it quiet. Uses the fight promotion business as a front now." Marcus takes a sip of his beer. "Smart move, actually. Legitimate income stream with built-in money laundering opportunities."

The pieces start falling into place. Vega isn't some reformed criminal who went straight—he's still dirty, just better at hiding it. Which makes Audrey's situation infinitely worse than I thought.

"How'd he get his hooks into the Worthingtons?"

"Arthur Worthington was looking to expand into MMA promotion before he died. Had some financial troubles, needed an injection of capital." Marcus's tone remains conversational, but I can hear the underlying concern. "Vega had the money and the expertise. Perfect partnership, except Worthington probably didn't know where the money really came from."

I watch Audrey in the private box, seeing her situation with new clarity. She's not just engaged to a businessman with a questionable past—she's tied to an active criminal who's using her family's legacy to legitimize his operations.

"The daughter's part of the deal," I say, the words tasting bitter.

"Has to be. Marrying into the Worthington family gives Vega complete respectability. No one questions a mob guy's business practices when he's married to Wyoming royalty."

The information should make me angry, but instead, I feel something colder settling in my chest. This isn't just about a bad engagement anymore. Audrey isn't choosing between two men—she's trapped in a web that goes much deeper than personal preference.

"Something's still off," I say, watching Audrey's rigid posture beside Vega. "The woman I met in San Diego wasn't just unhappy about an arranged marriage. She was running from something specific."

Marcus considers this. "Maybe she found out what Vega really is."

"Yeah. There's definitely more to this story."

The lights dim suddenly, and the arena's sound system crackles to life. The crowd noise shifts from casual conversation to focused anticipation as the ring announcer's voice booms through the speakers.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to tonight's main event!"

The energy in the arena becomes palpable, electric. This is what everyone came to see—two fighters at the top of their game, ready to test themselves against each other in the most primitive competition known to man.

Ben's entrance music begins to play, a driving rock anthem that makes the crowd surge to their feet. I watch as my brother emerges from the tunnel, his face a mask of concentration. He moves with the fluid confidence of a predator, acknowledging the crowd's cheers but keeping his focus internal.

He looks good. Better than good—he looks like a champion.

The bell rings, signaling the start of Ben's fight. I force myself to focus on the ring where my brother circles his opponent with fluid grace. Reyes is a solid fighter, experienced and dangerous, but Ben moves like he's already won this fight in his mind.

Ben starts with light jabs, testing Reyes's defense, measuring distance and timing. Reyes responds with a cross that Ben checks easily, then follows with a combination that Ben slips with minimal movement. The crowd murmurs appreciatively at the technical display.

"He's looking sharp," Marcus observes.

I nod, watching as Ben continues to work behind his jab. Reyes is trying to establish his own rhythm, throwing heavy shots that would end the fight if they landed, but Ben's footwork keeps him just out of range.

Two minutes into the first round, Ben sees his opening. Reyes overcommits to a right cross, leaving himself exposed for just a fraction of a second. Ben steps inside the punch and lands a devastating uppercut that snaps Reyes's head back violently.

The crowd explodes as Reyes stumbles backward, his legs betraying him. Ben doesn't waste the opportunity. He follows with a precise left hook that sends Reyes crashing to the canvas, his body going limp before he hits the mat.

The referee is there instantly, waving his arms to signal the end of the fight. Ben has won by knockout in the first round, a statement victory that announces his arrival as a legitimate title contender.

"Damn," Marcus says appreciatively. "Your brother's gotten good."

I nod, genuinely proud despite the tension coiling through my body. "He always had the talent."

The arena erupts in celebration as Ben raises his arms in victory, his face split by a massive grin. The crowd is on its feet, chanting his name, appreciating the clinical precision of the knockout. This is the kind of performance that makes careers, the kind of statement that puts a fighter on the map.

As the celebration continues around us, I watch Vega lead Audrey from their seats, his hand possessively at the small of her back. They'll be heading to the locker room to congratulate Ben personally, which means I'll see her again within minutes.

"Let's go congratulate Ben," I tell Marcus, already moving toward the exit that will take us backstage.

The locker room area is controlled chaos. Trainers, managers, and cornermen move with purpose while the sounds of celebration echo from behind closed doors. The narrow hallways are packed with people trying to get to Ben's locker room, everyone wanting to congratulate the new star or position themselves for future opportunities.

By the time we reach Ben's locker room, he's already surrounded by well-wishers, including Vega and Audrey. Ben sits on the bench, still breathing hard from the fight but grinning like a man who just conquered the world. His hands are still wrapped, and there's a small cut above his left eye, but otherwise, he looks untouched.

"There he is!" Ben calls when he spots me, his face flushed with victory and adrenaline. "Did you see that combination in the first round?"

"Flawless," I say, clapping him on the shoulder. "You've improved."

Ben beams at the praise, then turns to include Vega in the conversation. "Couldn't have done it without my sponsor. Gio's been instrumental in getting me fights like this."

Vega nods, accepting the credit with practiced humility. "Ben has natural talent. I just provide the opportunities."

My gaze shifts to Audrey, who stands slightly behind Vega, her expression carefully neutral. She's changed out of the red dress from earlier, now wearing a black cocktail dress that's appropriate for the post-fight celebrations. Our eyes lock for a brief, electric moment before she looks away, a flush creeping up her neck.

"That knockout was beautiful," Vega continues, his accent thickening with excitement. "Technical precision combined with devastating power. The networks are going to love this footage."

"Reyes was tough," Ben says, unwrapping his hands with practiced efficiency. "But I've been working on that uppercut for months. Knew it would be there if I was patient."

"Patience is the mark of a champion," Vega agrees. "Speaking of which, we should celebrate tonight's victory properly."

"I'm up for it," Ben says enthusiastically. "Where did you have in mind?"

"The Summit," Vega announces. "I've already made arrangements for a private section. You should join us, Reign. And Marcus, of course."

The Summit is Cooper Heights' most exclusive gaming club, the kind of place where high-stakes poker games run all night and discretion is guaranteed.

"Great idea," Ben says. "It would be good to catch up, Reign. It's been too long."

I don't take my eyes off Audrey as I answer. "Wouldn't miss it."

Her face pales slightly, the only indication that my presence affects her.

"Perfect," Vega says, oblivious to the current running between me and his supposed fiancée. "Give us an hour to get cleaned up and head over."

"What time?" Marcus asks.

"Say, eleven o'clock?" Vega replies. "I'll have them reserve the VIP section."

"We'll be there," I confirm.

The trainer interrupts to check Ben's cut, and the conversation shifts to post-fight medical protocols. As the group begins to disperse, Audrey glances back at me, her eyes meeting mine for a brief, charged moment. In that look, I see a flicker of the woman who surrendered to me in San Diego. Vulnerable, passionate, real. Then it's gone, replaced by the careful mask of Audrey Worthington, society princess and perfect fiancée.

But it doesn't matter what mask she wears. Her body remembers mine.

"You sure about this?" Marcus asks once they're gone.

I watch through the doorway as Vega guides Audrey down the corridor, his hand on her back. The sight makes something primitive and violent surge in my chest.

"I've never been more sure of anything in my life."

"Vega's not going to just step aside. Guy like that doesn't give up what he considers his."

"Then he's going to learn what happens when someone takes what's mine."

Marcus studies my face for a long moment, reading the determination there. "Alright. But we do this smart. Ben's career is tied to Vega's goodwill, and your brother doesn't deserve to get caught in the crossfire."

He's right. Ben has worked too hard to get where he is, and I won't let my personal vendetta destroy his future. But that doesn't mean I'm walking away from Audrey. It just means I need to be more careful about how I get her back.

"I know," I say. "Which is why we're going to that party."

Two hours later, Marcus and I arrive at the Summit. The building sits in the heart of Cooper Heights' financial district, a converted bank from the 1920s that maintains its original marble facade and brass fixtures. The main floor houses the public gaming area, but the real action happens on the upper floors, in private rooms where the stakes are higher and the players more dangerous.

Vega has reserved the entire third floor for tonight's celebration. By the time we arrive, the party is already in full swing. The room buzzes with conversation and laughter, the sound of chips clicking against each other, and the soft hum of air conditioning working to clear the cigar smoke.

I move toward a corner booth that offers clear sightlines to the bar while remaining partially hidden from the main floor. "Let's find a table with a good view."

Marcus follows, settling into the seat across from me. Ben holds court near the main poker table, still riding the high of his victory. He's changed into a tailored suit that makes him look like a young businessman rather than a fighter, and he's clearly enjoying the attention from the various power brokers and potential sponsors who want to associate themselves with his success.

Vega himself moves through the room like a politician working a crowd, shaking hands and making introductions. He's in his element here, comfortable with the power dynamics and unspoken hierarchies that govern this world.

And there, sitting at a corner table with an untouched martini in front of her, is Audrey. She's changed clothes again, now wearing a simple black dress that manages to be both elegant and understated. Her hair is pulled back in a sleek style that emphasizes the elegant line of her neck, and she wears minimal jewelry—just small diamond earrings and her engagement ring.

She looks beautiful. She also looks miserable.

“So, what's the plan?" Marcus asks, following my gaze.

"I need to get her alone," I say, my eyes never leaving Audrey. "Even for just a few minutes."

Marcus nods, unsurprised. He's known me long enough to recognize when I've made up my mind about something—or someone.

"Whatever you're planning, I'm with you," he says simply. "Just like always."

The conversation around Vega's group becomes more animated, with several men gesturing toward the poker table. I can see them trying to convince him to join the high-stakes game that's been running all evening. Vega seems interested but keeps glancing at Audrey, clearly reluctant to leave her alone.

"He's protective," Marcus observes.

"Possessive," I correct.

We continue to watch as the group dynamics shift. Ben joins the conversation, his enthusiasm infectious as he describes the knockout again. The attention shifts to him, giving Audrey a moment to step back from the center of attention.

That's when I see my opportunity.

Ben makes his way over to our table, still energized from his victory and the attention he's receiving. "Mind if I sit for a minute? Need a break from all the congratulations."

"Course," Marcus says, sliding over to make room. "Hell of a fight tonight."

"Thanks." Ben settles into the booth, accepting the beer Marcus signals for from a passing server. "I still can't believe I dropped him that clean. Felt perfect when it landed."

"Looked perfect, too," I tell him. "That uppercut was surgical."

Ben grins, clearly still processing his victory. "Gio's already talking about bigger fights. Says this performance opens doors that were closed before."

I watch as Audrey extracts herself from Vega's grip with practiced ease across the room. She leans in, says something that makes him nod, then slips away from the main party. Her movements are casual, unhurried, but I recognize the subtle tension in her shoulders. She's escaping, if only temporarily.

"Where's she going?" Marcus asks quietly, noticing my attention shift.

"Restrooms," I say, watching as Audrey makes her way toward a hallway that leads away from the main floor. "This might be my chance."

Ben looks confused by our sudden change in topic, but Marcus understands immediately.

"Cover for me if Vega starts looking for her," I tell Marcus.

"Always," Marcus says with a nod.

I move through the crowd with practiced ease; years of security work having taught me how to navigate spaces without drawing attention. I keep Audrey in my peripheral vision, maintaining enough distance that she won't notice me following but close enough that I don't lose her in the crowd.

She turns down a hallway that leads to the private bathrooms, away from the noise and eyes of the party. The corridor is dimly lit, the music from the main room muffled by distance and thick walls. I check for security cameras, spotting one aimed at the hallway entrance but none covering the bathroom doors themselves.

I watch as she slips into the women's restroom, glancing over her shoulder once before disappearing inside. The hallway is empty now, offering a rare moment of privacy in this very public space.

This is my chance. My opportunity to get answers. To understand why the woman who gave herself to me so completely in San Diego is now wearing another man's ring. To see if the connection that blazed between us that night still burns beneath the polished exterior of Audrey Worthington.

Without hesitation, I move toward the bathroom door. I can hear the soft sound of water running, then silence. I wait a moment longer, ensuring the hallway remains empty, then push open the door and step inside.

Audrey stands at the marble sink, her hands gripping the edge as she stares at her reflection in the mirror. When she sees me in the reflection, her entire body goes rigid.

"We need to talk."


EIGHT
AUDREY


I back up until the cold marble counter presses against my spine.

“Reign.” I swallow hard. “I—I didn’t expect to see you here.” 

“Clearly.” He takes a step closer, his massive frame making the spacious bathroom feel suddenly claustrophobic. “You left without saying goodbye in San Diego.” 

Heat crawls up my neck. “I had a plane to catch.” 

“And a fiancé waiting?” 

The words slice through the air between us. 

“He wasn’t my fiancé then.” 

“But he is now.” Another step closer. I can smell him now. He smells of cedar and something darker. “That happened fast.” 

“It was arranged. The engagement was finalized when I got back from California.” 

“Arranged.” His mouth twists around the word like it tastes bitter. “What century is this?” 

“You don’t understand how my family works.” My fingers twist together nervously, the diamond on my left hand catching the light. His expression hardens as his eyes track the movement. 

“Then explain it to me.” He plants his hands on the counter on either side of my hips and cages me between his arms. “Explain why the woman who came apart screaming my name is wearing another man’s ring.” 

“That night was a mistake,” I lie. 

“I don’t think so, Princess.” He leans closer. “Your body remembers me. I can see it in the way you’re breathing. The way your pupils are dilating. The flush spreading down your neck.” 

My tongue darts out to wet suddenly dry lips. His eyes track the movement with predatory focus. 

“Why are you here, Reign?” 

“To find out the truth.” His voice drops lower. “Who are you, really? The woman in San Diego who talked about art for hours? Or this society princess engaged to a mobster?” 

Pain lances through me at the question that has haunted me since returning to Cooper Heights. 

“Both. Neither. I don’t know anymore.” 

Something shifts in his expression. His eyes search mine with an intensity that makes me want to look away. I don’t. 

“Why him?” The question contains a depth of emotion that catches me off guard. “Why Vega?” 

I look away, unable to bear the weight of his gaze. “It’s complicated.”

“Uncomplicate it.” His fingers capture my chin, forcing my eyes back to his. “Make me understand why you’re with a man who doesn’t deserve to breathe the same air as you.” 

Surprise flickers through me. “You don’t know anything about my relationship with Gio.” 

His thumb traces the line of my jaw, the gentleness of the touch at odds with the tension radiating from him. “I know he doesn’t see you. Not the real you anyway.” 

“And you do?” I challenge, desperate to regain some control. “After one night?” 

“Yes.” The certainty in his voice steals my breath. “I see you, Audrey Worthington. The woman who sketches with her left hand even though she writes with her right. Who talks about color theory with more passion than most people feel in a lifetime. Who has a small scar on her inner thigh that makes her gasp when it’s kissed.” 

“Reign, please stop.” 

“Why?” He leans closer, and his lips brush my ear. “Because I’m right? Because Vega doesn’t know these things about you? Because he’s never taken the time to learn what makes you come apart?” 

“Because I’m engaged.” My voice trembles. “Because what happened in San Diego can never happen again.” 

“Yet here we are.” He pulls back enough to meet my eyes. “Locked in a bathroom while your fiancé mingles outside. That doesn’t strike me as the behavior of a woman committed to her engagement.” 

Anger flares in my chest. “You followed me.” 

“And you ran.” He counters without hesitation. “Straight to the one place where we could be alone. Interesting choice for someone claiming our night together was a mistake.” 

My hands press against his chest, and I feel the solid wall of muscle beneath expensive fabric. I tell myself I’m preparing to push him away. 

I don’t. 

“What do you want from me?” I ask him. 

“Everything.” 

“You can’t have everything. I just told you that I’m engaged.” 

“Do you love him?” 

He’s so close now I can feel his breath on my face, see the flecks of gold in his dark eyes. 

“I respect what he’s done for my family’s company.” 

“That’s not what I asked.” 

I swallow hard. “No, I don’t love him.” 

“Have you fucked him?” 

I should be offended by the question, should tell him it’s none of his business. Instead, I find myself desperate to reassure him. 

“No. I haven’t.” 

Relief flashes across his face, quickly replaced by something darker. “Good.” 

“Good?” I repeat. “There’s nothing good about this situation. This is a disaster.” 

His hand comes up to cup my face. “The only disaster here is you marrying a man who isn’t me.” 

My heart hammers against my ribs. This is insane. Completely reckless. I’m engaged to another man, standing in a bathroom with Reign’s hands on my face while my fiancé waits outside. The guilt should be crushing me. Should send me running back to Gio’s side where everyone says I belong.

But there’s this tiny part of me that’s practically glowing at his words. At the raw possession in his voice when he says I should be marrying him instead. At the way he’s looking at me like I’m something precious he’s found after searching forever.

“You don’t mean that,” I whisper.

“Don’t I?” His thumb traces my bottom lip, and I can’t stop the small shiver that runs through me. “I’ve been going out of my mind since you left. I hired a private investigator to find you.”

My breath catches. “You did what?”

“You heard me.”

“But we only spent one night together.”

“One night where I learned every inch of your body.” His eyes hold mine. “One night where I made you come four times, and you still begged for more. One night that I’ve relived every day since.” 

He lowers his head until our lips are a breath apart. 

“Tell me you don’t think about that night. Tell me you don’t remember how it felt when I was inside you. Tell me you don’t wake up reaching for me instead of him.” 

Silence stretches between us. Any denial would be a lie, and we both know it. 

“Reign, look I⁠—”

“Kiss me.” Reign slides his hands to the nape of my neck, and his fingers thread through my hair. “Kiss me and tell me that night was a mistake.” 

My heart pounds so hard I’m sure he hears it. His eyes search mine, demanding honesty I’ve never allowed myself. 

“One taste, Princess. That’s all I’m asking for.” His fingers tighten in my hair just enough to tilt my face up to meet his. “If I’m wrong, you can go back to your fiancé, and we can pretend that this never happened.” 

Time suspends between one heartbeat and the next. 

“Okay, fine.” My hands slide up his chest to his shoulders, my fingers digging into muscle as I rise on my toes. “One kiss.”

Our lips meet with none of the hesitation of our first kiss in San Diego. This is desperate. Hungry. My mouth opens under his without prompting, seeking the taste I’ve tried and failed to forget. He growls into the kiss, the sound vibrating between us as his free hand grips my hip, pulling me against the hard length of his arousal. 

I moan, and Reign swallows the sound as he backs me up fully against the counter. His hand slides down to grip my ass, and he lifts me so our bodies align perfectly. Even through layers of clothing, the heat of his body against mine sends fire racing through my veins. 

The kiss turns savage. His teeth catch my lower lip, tugging until I gasp. Reign breaks the kiss and rests his forehead against mine. His voice comes out rough and wrecked. 

“Still think it was a mistake?” he asks.

I open my mouth to answer, to tell him yes, that this changes nothing. But no words come. My mind has gone completely blank, overwhelmed by the heat coursing through my body. 

All I can focus on is the way he’s looking at me, the way my skin burns where he touched me, the ache between my thighs that’s growing more insistent by the second.

“I...” I start, then stop. My thoughts scatter like leaves in the wind. 

“Sit back on the counter.” Reign’s eyes darken as he studies my face.

Heat floods my cheeks. I’m so turned on I can barely form a coherent thought.

“Why?” 

“And spread your legs.”

“I asked why?”

His eyes burn into mine. “So I can make you come.”

My heart stops, then starts again at double speed. I know that I should tell him no, but I find myself sitting back onto the marble counter and spreading my legs anyway.

Reign’s hands slide up my thighs, and he pushes my dress up higher. “That’s my good girl.”

He hooks his fingers in my panties, and I lift my hips to help him slide them down my legs. The scrap of lace disappears into his pocket.

“These are mine now,” he says. Then he yanks my thighs apart.

The first touch of his fingers against my center makes me gasp. He’s gentle at first, exploring, relearning what makes me respond. When he finds that perfect spot, my head falls back against the mirror.

“Look at me,” he orders. “I want to watch your face when you fall apart.”

His fingers work me with devastating skill, building the pressure until I’m trembling on the edge. When he drops to his knees, and his mouth joins his fingers, I have to bite my lip to keep from moaning out loud. The combination of his tongue and fingers pushes me over the cliff, pleasure crashing through me in waves.

Before I can recover, Reign stands up and positions himself between my thighs. I hear the tear of foil, then he’s pushing inside me, filling me completely. We both freeze at the sensation, adjusting to being joined again after two weeks of desperate longing.

“Fuck, you feel perfect,” he groans against my neck. “Like you were made just for me.”

He sets a rhythm that’s both tender and demanding as he drives into me. Each thrust hits exactly where I need him, building the tension again until I’m gasping his name.

“Come for me again,” he demands, his voice strained with his own need. “I want to feel this pussy clench around my cock.”

The command sends me spiraling over the edge again, my body clenching around him. He follows with a harsh groan, his face buried in my shoulder as he empties himself inside me. We stay locked together for a long moment, then Reign pulls back to look at me.

“Give me your phone,” he says suddenly.

I blink at him, still trying to catch my breath. Of all the things I expected him to say after what just happened, that wasn’t one of them.

“What?” I ask, confused.

“Your phone. Give it to me.”

“Why?”

His jaw tightens. “Because I’m not letting you disappear on me again. I spent two weeks going out of my mind wondering if you were real or if I’d imagined the whole thing.”

The raw honesty in his voice makes my chest ache. I reach for my purse with shaking hands and pull out my phone, handing it to him without another word.

He takes it and starts typing, his fingers moving quickly across the screen. After a moment, his own phone buzzes in his pocket. He pulls it out, glances at it, then hands mine back to me.

“There. Now I have your real number, and you have mine.”

I stare down at the contact he’s created: “Reign.”

Simple. Direct. Like everything else about him.

He tilts my chin up with one finger, forcing me to meet his eyes. “From now on, when you’re feeling turned on or need to come, you call me.”

My head spins at the audacity of what he’s saying. “Reign, I’m engaged.”

“For now.”

“What do you mean, for now?”

“I mean that you and me are happening, Princess. The sooner you accept that, the easier it will be.”

Before I can respond, he captures my mouth in another searing kiss that leaves me dizzy and desperate. When he pulls back, his thumb traces my swollen lips.

“Fix your dress,” he orders, stepping back. “And I’ll be in touch soon.”

Then he’s gone, leaving me sitting on the bathroom counter with my dress bunched around my waist and my mind reeling.

With trembling fingers, I smooth my hair back into place and adjust my dress. But I can’t erase the flush on my cheeks or the satisfied glow in my eyes.

I can only hope the dark lighting of the club will hide what just happened.
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The sounds of the party drift up from the floors below as I leave the bathroom and make my way to the elevator. 

The thought of facing Gio after what just happened makes my stomach clench with dread. How will I look him in the eye? How will I pretend nothing has changed when everything has?

The elevator doors open, and I step inside, watching my reflection in the mirrored walls. I practice the smile I’ve perfected over years of galas and charity events. Pleasant. Composed. Revealing nothing of the storm raging inside me. 

By the time the doors open on the main floor, I’ve reassembled my mask. 

I step out and scan the crowd for Gio. Finally, I see him standing near the bar. Even from this distance, I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes dart around the room as he looks for me.

Shit.

I’ve been gone too long. 

Before I can move toward him, my gaze collides with Reign’s from across the room. He’s standing next to Marcus with a tumbler of amber liquid in his hand, but his attention is fixed entirely on me. The intensity of his stare sends heat coursing through my veins. I force myself to look away, but the damage is done. I feel marked by him, claimed in a way that both terrifies and thrills me. 

“There you are.” Gio’s voice startles me. “I was about to send someone to find you.” 

I turn to him with my practiced smile. “Sorry. There was a line.” 

His eyes narrow slightly. “You missed my toast to Ben.” 

“I’m… I—I wasn’t feeling well.” 

He wraps an arm around my waist. “Are you better now?” 

“Actually, I’m still not feeling well,” I say, touching my temple lightly. “I think I need to call it an early night.”

His grip on my waist tightens. “What’s wrong?”

“Just a headache. Too much excitement, I think. You should stay, though. This is your night to celebrate Ben’s victory.”

“Nonsense. If you’re not feeling well, we leave together.”

“Really, Gio, you don’t need to⁠—”

“I said we’re leaving.” He signals to one of his men across the room with a subtle nod. “Marco will bring the car around.”

I want to protest, to insist I can take a rideshare home, but the steel in his eyes stops me.

“Of course,” I murmur, my stomach sinking.

As we move toward the exit, I can’t help but glance back toward where Reign was standing. He’s still there, his pale eyes tracking our movement across the room. Even from this distance, I feel the weight of his gaze like a physical touch. Those eyes burn into my back as Gio guides me through the crowd, his hand firmly planted at the base of my spine.

The elevator ride down seemingly takes an eternity. Gio stands beside me in silence, but I can feel his mood shifting, darkening like storm clouds gathering on the horizon. By the time we reach the ground floor, the tension radiating from him is almost suffocating.

The black SUV is waiting at the curb, engine running. Marco holds the door open as Gio helps me into the backseat, then slides in beside me. The partition between us and the driver is raised, creating an intimate cocoon that suddenly feels more like a trap.

For the first several blocks, neither of us speaks. The city lights blur past the tinted windows as we navigate through Cooper Heights’ downtown district. I keep my hands folded in my lap, hyperaware of every breath, every shift of his body beside me.

“You were gone for a long time,” he says finally, his voice deceptively calm.

My pulse quickens. “Was I? I didn’t realize.”

“Forty-three minutes.”

The precision of his answer makes my blood run cold. He was timing me.

“The line for the bathroom was really long,” I say, forcing my voice to stay calm. “And then I ran into a few people on the way back. You know how these events are—everyone wants to chat.”

“Who did you talk to?”

“Just some wives of the other investors. Nothing important.” Another lie, but delivered with the same practiced ease as all the others.

“Hmm.” The sound is noncommittal, but I can feel him weighing my words, searching for cracks in my story.

The silence stretches between us again, thick with unspoken tension. I stare out the window, watching familiar landmarks pass by, each one bringing us closer to home and this uncomfortable interrogation to an end.

Then his hand lands on my thigh. The touch isn’t gentle or affectionate. His fingers press into my flesh with just enough pressure to make his point clear.

“I understand that being in the public eye can be overwhelming,” he continues, his thumb tracing a small circle against my skin that feels more threatening than tender. “But disappearing, making me wonder where you are, that can’t happen again.”

“It won’t,” I whisper, hating how small my voice sounds.

“Good.” He releases my thigh but doesn’t move his hand away. Instead, he lets it rest there like a brand, a reminder of his claim on me. “Because I would hate for there to be any...misunderstandings about where your loyalties lie.”

The SUV turns into the long driveway of the Worthington estate. The familiar sight of home should bring relief, but tonight it feels like arriving at another kind of prison.

Marco brings the car to a stop in front of the main entrance, the headlights illuminating the imposing columns and massive oak door.

“Get some rest,” Gio says as Marco opens my door. “I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

“Of course.” I gather my purse and slide toward the door, desperate to escape the suffocating confines of the car. “Thank you for understanding about tonight.”

He catches my wrist as I move to exit, his fingers circling my bones with deceptive gentleness.

“Sweet dreams, bella,” he murmurs, bringing my hand to his lips to press a kiss to my knuckles.

The gesture should be romantic, but all I feel is the implicit threat beneath the tenderness. A reminder that he’s always watching, always aware, always in control.

I manage a smile and slip from the car, my legs unsteady as I climb the front steps. The SUV doesn’t pull away until I’ve unlocked the front door and stepped inside, the engine’s rumble finally fading into the distance.

Only then do I allow myself to breathe.

The foyer is dark except for the soft glow of the security lighting, casting long shadows across the marble floor. My heels click against the stone as I make my way toward the grand staircase, each step echoing in the cavernous space.

What have I done? 

The question echoes in my mind as I walk into my bedroom and move to the bathroom, stripping off my dress with shaking hands. In the mirror, I see the evidence of Reign’s possession. Faint marks on my neck that will darken by morning, slight bruises forming on my hips where his fingers gripped me.

I step into the shower, letting hot water cascade over my skin. 

It can’t wash away what happened, can’t erase the memory of Reign’s hands on me, his voice in my ear claiming me as his. Nor do I want it to. For the first time in years, I feel awake, alive, present in my own body instead of floating above it, observing my life from a distance. 

As I dry off and slip into a silk nightgown, my phone chimes with a message. My heart races as I reach for it, knowing before I look who it will be from. 

I can still taste you on my tongue, Princess.




Followed quickly by another one.

I love all the little sounds you make when I’m inside you.




Are you alone?




I pick up my phone and debate what to type. Finally, I respond: 

I’m alone.




The phone rings a second later. It’s Reign. A little thrill runs through me at seeing his name on my screen.

“Hey, Princess,” his deep voice fills my ear when I answer. “Did you make it home safe?”

“Yes,” I whisper, suddenly feeling shy despite everything that just happened between us. “I’m home.”

“Good. Are you okay? You seem nervous.”

I sink onto the edge of my bed and pull my silk robe tighter around me. “I am nervous. This is all happening so fast, Reign. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I know it’s fast, baby. But you’re mine now, and I’m not giving you up without a fight.”

The possessiveness in his voice sends warmth spreading through my chest.

“I don’t know how⁠—”

“Let me take you to breakfast tomorrow,” he interrupts. “I want to see you again. There’s this little place on the edge of town. The Piney Creek Diner. Do you know it?”

I smile despite everything. “I used to go there with my dad when I was little.”

“Perfect. Can you get away? Say around eight?”

My mind races through my schedule.

“It’s tough. Lucille has appointments planned, but...” I take a breath, making another choice for myself. “I’ll manage it. I’ll be there.”

“Eight o’clock then.” The satisfaction in his voice is unmistakable. “And Audrey? Wear something I can get my hands under easily.”
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I arrive at the Piney Creek Diner twenty minutes early the next morning. The bell above the door jingles as I step inside, and the smell of coffee and bacon grease hits me immediately.

This place is exactly what I wanted. Unpretentious and filled with locals who know how to mind their own business. The kind of place someone like Vega would never set foot in. The kind of place where I can see Audrey without his goons breathing down our necks.

The morning crowd is sparse. Just a few construction workers hunched over plates of eggs and hash browns, a couple of elderly men nursing coffee at the counter, and a young mom trying to corral two kids into eating their pancakes. No one looks up when I enter except the waitress behind the counter, who gives me a friendly nod.

I make my way to a corner booth with a clear view of both entrances. I slide in and face the door. Then I check my watch.

7:44 AM.

Audrey should be here at eight, but a knot of tension forms in my gut at the thought she might not show.

Last night was intense. The way she melted in my arms, the sounds she made when I was inside her. All of it confirmed what I already knew. She’s mine.

But there’s a difference between knowing something and having it, and right now Audrey is still wearing another man’s ring.

I drum my fingers on the worn tabletop, scanning the diner again. No security cameras except one pointed at the register. No tinted windows on any of the cars in the parking lot. No one who looks like they don’t belong. I’m being paranoid, but with Vega involved, paranoid is the right call.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

I look up to find Lainey Ruins standing by my table, coffeepot in hand, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Her smile is warm and genuine, the kind that makes this place feel like home even to strangers.

“Morning, Lainey.” I return her smile and feel some of the tension ease from my shoulders. “Marcus said you were off today.”

“Cook called in sick.” She pours coffee into my mug without asking if I want it. “Want your usual?”

“No thanks,” I say, wrapping my hands around the warm mug. “I’m waiting for someone.”

Lainey’s eyebrows lift slightly, but her expression remains neutral. “I figured you might be.”

She doesn’t press, doesn’t ask who or why, just gives me a look that let’s me know that Marcus probably told her about last night. I’m grateful for her discretion. The last thing I need is questions I can’t answer without revealing too much.

She moves on to refill other cups, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the growing knot in my stomach.

The bell above the door chimes, and my head snaps up.

Audrey steps inside and scans the diner until her eyes find mine. She’s wearing a white shirt and a short denim skirt. Her dark hair falls loose around her shoulders, and she’s bare-faced except for a touch of lip gloss that makes her mouth look even more kissable.

She’s fucking gorgeous.

And she’s not wearing her engagement ring.

The sight of her naked left hand sends a surge of satisfaction through me. She walks toward my table with a nervous energy.

“Hi,” she says softly when she reaches the table.

I stand immediately, unable to stop myself from cupping her face and pressing a quick kiss to her lips. It’s risky as hell in a public place, but I need to taste her.

“Hi yourself, princess.” I pull back to study her face, noting the flush that spreads across her cheeks. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.” She glances around the diner nervously. “Are you sure this place is okay?”

“Trust me, it’s perfect.” I guide her into the booth across from me, my hand lingering on her lower back. “No one here gives a damn who we are.”

Lainey appears at our table almost immediately, coffeepot still in hand. “What can I get you folks?”

“Coffee, please,” Audrey says, offering Lainey a genuine smile. “And could I get the chocolate chip pancakes?”

“Coming right up. And for you, Reign?”

“Steak and eggs, medium rare.” I keep my eyes on Audrey as I speak. “Extra bacon.”

“You got it.” Lainey fills Audrey’s mug and tops off mine. “I’ll get this order in.”

Once we’re alone, I lean forward, my voice dropping to that low rumble I know affects her. “Good girl. You followed my instructions.”

The flush on her cheeks deepens. “About what I’m wearing?”

“About everything.” My eyes drop to her left hand, bare of jewelry. “Especially that.”

She follows my gaze, twisting her naked ring finger. “I couldn’t wear it. Not after last night.”

“Good.” The possessiveness in my voice is unmistakable. “That ring has no business on your hand anyway.”

Audrey glances at Lainey and frowns.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, following her gaze to where Lainey is wiping down tables.

“For some reason that waitress looks familiar,” she finishes, tilting her head slightly.

I chuckle, glancing over at Lainey as she moves between tables with practiced ease. “That’s the bride from San Diego. She owns this place.”

Audrey’s eyes widen in surprise. “Really? She looks so young.”

“She is young. Lost her dad a few years back and inherited the diner from him.” I take a sip of my coffee, watching Audrey process this information. “She’s been running it ever since.”

“That’s incredible for someone so young. She can’t be much older than me.”

I lean back in the booth. “Met Marcus through his son, actually. Used to date the kid before she married his dad.”

Audrey nearly chokes on her coffee. “She dated his son and then married his father?”

“Yep. Complicated as hell, but it worked out in the end. Axel’s grown up now, doing his own thing. Marcus and Lainey are happy.” I shrug. “Sometimes the heart wants what it wants, no matter how messy it looks from the outside.”

“That’s...” she pauses, clearly trying to wrap her head around the family dynamics. “Definitely complicated.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t know her growing up. You’re about the same age, and Cooper Heights isn’t that big.”

“I went to private school. Didn’t really mix with the local kids much.” She glances around the diner again. “But I do remember this place. My dad used to bring me here sometimes when I was little. Every Saturday morning before my riding lessons. He’d order black coffee and wheat toast, and I’d get chocolate chip pancakes with extra whipped cream.”

“Oh yeah?”

“He’d let me put quarters in the jukebox,” she continues, gesturing toward the vintage machine in the corner. “I always picked the same song—‘Sweet Caroline’ by Neil Diamond. He’d sing along, completely off-key, and I thought he was the best singer in the world.”

A soft smile plays on her lips at the memory. “Those were some of my favorite times with him. Just the two of us, no cameras, no reporters, no expectations. He always did his best to keep me out of the spotlight, you know? To give me as normal a childhood as possible despite everything.”

I watch her face as she speaks, noting the way her expression softens when she talks about her father. There’s real love there, real grief. It makes me understand her situation better. This isn’t just about family duty or money. It’s about honoring the memory of someone who clearly meant everything to her.

“He sounds like a good dad,” I say.

Her smile falters slightly. “He was. The best. He died of cancer two years ago.”

I remember when Arthur Worthington died. It was front page news for weeks. The entire town shut down for his funeral. Half the state showed up to pay their respects.

“I’m so sorry, baby,” I say, meaning it. “It’s so tough to lose a parent. Especially when you’re young.”

“It was.” She stares down at her coffee, her fingers wrapped around the mug like she’s trying to absorb its warmth. “He fought for almost a year. I spent every day I could at the hospital with him.”

“What about your mom? Did she help you through it?”

Audrey’s expression shifts, becoming more guarded. “My mother died giving birth to me. My dad married my stepmother, Lucille, when I was twelve.”

“That must have been an adjustment.”

“That’s one way to put it.” She lets out a bitter laugh. “My friends give me a hard time about her sometimes.”

“Why’s that?”

“This whole debt thing is sort of Lucille’s fault. My dad took out loans to maintain her lifestyle. The shopping, the trips, the constant renovations to the house. He never could say no to her.”

I feel my jaw clench at the image of some gold-digging stepmother bleeding Arthur Worthington dry, but I keep my expression neutral. The last thing Audrey needs is judgment from me.

“But he loved her so much,” she continues, her voice breaking slightly. “And that made me happy, even when things got complicated. He deserved to be happy after losing my mom. I just wanted him to be happy.”

Her voice cracks on the last word, and I see tears starting to form in her eyes.

“Hey,” I reach across the table to cover her hand with mine. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay.” The tears spill over now, and she wipes at them frantically with her free hand. “I miss him so much, Reign. Every single day. He was the only person who really understood me, who saw me for who I really was. And now he’s gone.”

Her voice cracks again as she says the words, and something protective surges inside me. I slide out of my side of the booth and move to sit beside her. Without thinking about where we are or who might see, I pull her closer and wrap my arm around her shoulders.

“This is risky,” she whispers, but she doesn’t pull away. “What if someone sees?”

“I don’t give a fuck. You need comfort, and I’m giving it to you.”

She leans into me, her head resting against my shoulder. For a moment, we sit in silence, the noise of the diner fading into background static.

“I hate this,” she says suddenly, her voice muffled against my shirt. “I hate being engaged to Gio. I hate that I’m disappointing my father’s memory by becoming everything he never wanted me to be.”

“Then don’t marry him. Walk away. Choose yourself for once.”

She pulls back to look at me, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “It’s not that simple. The company⁠—”

“Fuck the company.”

“No.” Her voice hardens with determination. “I won’t let my father’s legacy die. Worthington Sports is the last piece of him I have in this world, and I won’t let it get swallowed up by some corporate vulture just because I’m selfish enough to want my own happiness.”

The fierce protectiveness in her voice reminds me why I’m drawn to her. Beneath the polished exterior is a woman with steel in her spine, willing to sacrifice everything for the people she loves.

“But the timing is awful,” she continues, her voice breaking. “If I’d met you two years ago, before all this...”

Something constricts in my chest at her words. The regret in her voice, the longing for a different path.

“Princess, look at me.” I cup her chin in my hands and force her to meet my eyes. “I’m your man now. Whatever problems you have, whatever you’re facing, I’m going to solve it.”

“How? How can you possibly fix this mess?”

“Just trust me, baby.” I brush my thumb across her cheek and wipe away a tear that escaped. “There’s always a solution if you’re willing to look hard enough.”

She searches my face, and I see the moment she decides to believe me. The tension in her shoulders eases slightly, and she leans into my touch.

“I want to trust you,” she says. “But I’m scared.”

“Good. Fear means you’re paying attention. But don’t let it stop you from taking what you want.”

“And what if what I want is you?”

Her words send fire racing through my veins. “Then you’re in luck, because you’re what I want, too.”

Lainey approaches with our food, and I reluctantly sit back to give her room to set down the plates. But I don’t go back to my side of the booth. Instead, I stay close to Audrey with my hand resting possessively on her thigh.

Lainey takes in our seating arrangement with barely concealed amusement. “Everything look good?”

“Perfect,” I say, not looking away from Audrey.

Once Lainey leaves, Audrey cuts into her pancakes and takes a bite. Then her eyes flutter closed in what looks like pure bliss.

“Oh my gosh,” she moans softly, and the sound goes straight to my cock. “These are incredible.”

A genuine smile spreads across her face, the first real smile I’ve seen from her since she walked into the diner. It transforms her entire face, erasing the tension and worry that’s been etched there since last night.

“Good?” I ask, cutting into my steak.

“Amazing.” She takes another bite, this time with enthusiasm. “I haven’t had pancakes like this in years. Lucille insisted I stick to egg whites and fruit for breakfast. Said anything else would make me bloat before photo shoots.”

“Well, you can eat whatever you want when you’re with me.”

She pauses mid-chew, studying my face. “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you? About us?”

“Dead serious.”

“Even though I come with more baggage than a five-star hotel?”

I lean closer. “Princess, I’ve dealt with warlords in Afghanistan and cartel bosses in Mexico. Your stepmom and fiancé don’t scare me.”

For the next hour, we fall into easy conversation. She tells me about her college art classes, how she used to sneak out to paint landscapes when her stepmother thought she was at charity luncheons. I tell her about building my security business, about the satisfaction of protecting people who can’t protect themselves.

When Lainey brings the check, I hand her a large stack of bills. Then I stand and offer Audrey my hand. “Ready?”

She nods and slides out of the booth. Outside, the morning air is crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine from the mountains. Audrey’s car, a sleek black Mercedes, sits alone at the far end of the parking lot.

“Thank you for breakfast,” she says as we reach her car. “I needed this more than I realized.”

“This is just the beginning.” I back her against the driver’s side door, my hands bracing on either side of her. “I meant what I said in there. I’m going to take care of you.”

Before she can respond, I kiss her hard. She melts into me immediately, her hands fisting in my shirt as she kisses me back with desperate hunger. It takes everything I have to pull back before we cause a scene.

“When can I see you again, Princess?” I ask, resting my forehead against hers.

Her face falls slightly. “I’m not sure. I’m leaving tomorrow to go to Denver for a bridal show.”

“For how long?”

“Three days. I’ll be back Friday morning.”

Rage surges through me at the thought of her spending three days planning a wedding to Gio. A wedding that will never happen if I have anything to say about it. I force myself to appear calm despite the fury burning inside me.

“Can you get away for the weekend when you get back?” I ask.

“Maybe. Why?”

“Because I want to take you to my cabin. Just you and me, no interruptions, no expectations. Time to figure out what we’re doing here.”

At my cabin, we’d be completely alone. No Vega, no security, no family obligations. Just us and whatever this thing between us becomes.

“I’d like that,” she says softly. “I’d like that a lot.”

Relief floods through me. “Good.”

I reach for the chain around my neck and unclasp it. The tags are scuffed, the edges dulled from years of wearing them in the field. I pull them free and drape them over her head, letting the metal settle just above the neckline of her dress. The dog tags are heavy, military-issued, stamped with my real name, blood type, and a serial number that doesn’t mean anything to anyone except a government computer in D.C.

“What are these?” she asks, fingering the tags.

“My dog tags.” I adjust the chain so the tags rest flat against her chest. “I want you to wear them while you’re gone. So you remember who you belong to.”

Her breath catches at the possessiveness in my voice. “Reign...”

“I’m going to call you every day,” I say. “Morning and night. If you need anything, let me know. I don’t care if it’s two in the morning. Don’t make me chase you down.”

She laughs, and this time it’s real. “You’re so intense.”

“Just wait until I take you to my cabin.”

Audrey bites her lip and glances down. “I’ll count the hours. I promise.”

The urge to mark her, to bite her neck or leave fingerprints on her hips, is almost overpowering. I know I can’t, not here in public, but I do let my hand slide from the car roof down to the curve of her ass, squeezing once before I step back.

“Drive safe,” I tell her.

She nods, and her fingers are trembling as she gets into the Mercedes. She closes the door and looks up at me through the glass, eyes locked on my face until she finally turns the key and the engine hums to life. I watch her leave, not moving until her taillights disappear around the curve of the lot and out onto the main street.


TEN
AUDREY


I get back to my house from the Piney Creek Diner a little after nine AM, and I’m practically floating on air. My fingers drift to the chain around my neck as I climb the stone steps to the front door, and I feel the outline of Reign’s dog tags beneath my shirt.

I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to believe things could change, that I had choices beyond the ones handed to me by Lucille and Gio. But Reign makes it seem possible.

The thing I love most about Reign is the way he always seems so sure about everything. He doesn’t need my help or my permission. He just acts. It’s the complete opposite of every other relationship in my life, where I’m expected to manage emotions and smooth over problems and make everyone else comfortable.

“Miss Audrey?” Our housekeeper Maria appears in the foyer as I close the door behind me. “Lucille is looking for you. She’s in the morning room.”

My stomach clenches. “Did she say what she needed?”

“Something about your travel arrangements for tomorrow.” Maria’s expression is carefully neutral, but I catch the sympathy in her eyes. She’s worked for our family long enough to know what these “travel arrangements” really mean.

“Thank you, Maria.”

I make my way through the house and when I step into the morning room, Lucille is seated at her antique writing desk with her laptop open and her phone pressed to her ear. She holds up one finger when she sees me, indicating I should wait.

“Yes, the penthouse suite will be perfect,” she says. “And please ensure the champagne is Dom Pérignon. My daughter has very particular tastes.”

I hover near the doorway, listening to her arrange my life with the same efficiency she uses to plan charity galas. Every detail predetermined, every moment scheduled. No room for spontaneity or personal preference.

“Wonderful. We’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.” She ends the call and turns to me with a satisfied smile. “All set for Denver. The bridal salon is expecting us at ten sharp Friday morning.”

“Great.” I force enthusiasm into my voice. “I should probably go pack.”

“Actually, I’ve taken the liberty of having your wardrobe selected and packed already. Patricia from the boutique came by this morning with several options for the various appointments.”

Of course, she did. Even my clothes for this trip have been chosen for me.

“That was thoughtful,” I manage.

Lucille studies me for a moment, her gaze sharp. “You seem different today.”

Panic flutters in my chest. “Do I?”

“Yes. More...energetic.”

“I’m just excited about the trip,” I lie smoothly. “It’ll be nice to get away for a few days.”

“Hmm.” She doesn’t look entirely convinced, but she lets it slide. “Well, don’t get too comfortable with the freedom. We have a very packed schedule. The dress appointments, the cake tasting, the final venue walkthrough. Plus, dinner with the Castellanos. They’re flying in specifically to meet you.”

More business connections. More performances. More people evaluating whether I’m suitable for their precious family alliance.

“I’ll be ready,” I promise.

“See that you are. And Audrey?” Her voice takes on that edge I know so well. “I expect you to be enthusiastic about all of this. Engaged. This isn’t just about finding a dress.”

Ugh.

“Of course, Lucille.”

She nods, apparently satisfied, and returns to her laptop. I’m dismissed.

I escape to my room, closing the door behind me and leaning against it with relief. The space feels like a sanctuary compared to the rest of the house. My artwork on the walls, my books scattered on the nightstand, my easel still set up by the window, even though I haven’t painted in months.

I walk to my closet, my mind drifts back to Reign’s invitation. A weekend at his cabin. Somewhere we can be completely alone. The thought sends heat racing through my body. Three days in Denver, then I can see him again. Three days of wedding planning for a marriage I don’t want, then two days with the man I can’t stop thinking about.

My phone buzzes with an incoming FaceTime call. Violet’s name appears on the screen, along with a photo of her and Iris making ridiculous faces. I haven’t talked to my friends in days.

I answer the call, settling cross-legged on my bed. “Hey, girls.”

“Audrey!” Violet’s voice fills my room. “We’ve been wondering where you’ve been. You’ve been radio silent for days.”

“Sorry,” I say, adjusting the phone so they can see me better. “Things have been crazy here.”

Iris leans into the frame, her hair falling over her shoulder. “Crazy how? Please tell me you’re not letting Lucille drive you insane with wedding planning.”

The irony of her comment makes me laugh. If only she knew how complicated things had really gotten.

“Actually.” I glance toward my bedroom door to make sure it’s closed. “I have some news. Big news.”

Both of their faces light up with curiosity. Violet bounces in her seat. “Spill. Now.”

I take a deep breath, hardly believing I’m about to say this out loud. “Remember the guy from San Diego? Reign?”

“The hot mountain man from the bar?” Iris asks. “What about him?”

“He lives here. In Cooper Heights.”

The silence that follows is deafening. Then they both start talking at once.

“What do you mean he lives there?”

“How is that possible?”

“Have you seen him?”

“Wait, start from the beginning!”

I hold up my hands, laughing despite the chaos of my situation.

“Reign owns a security company in Cooper Heights. And get this, Reign is Ben Mitchell’s brother—you know, the fighter Gio promotes? I ran into him at the fight on Friday night.”

“Wow,” Violet breathes. “What are the odds?”

“And?” Iris prompts. “What happened when you saw him?”

Heat floods my cheeks as I remember exactly what happened. “We...you know, talked.”

“Liar,” Iris says immediately. “You’re blushing. You didn’t just talk.”

I bite my lip, debating how much to tell them. These are my best friends, the only people in the world I trust completely. If I can’t tell them, who can I tell?

“We may have ended up having sex in the bathroom,” I admit quietly.

The screaming that follows is so loud I have to hold the phone away from my ear.

“Audrey Elizabeth Worthington!” Violet shouts. “You had hot bathroom sex with a mountain man while you were at an event with your fiancé?”

“Keep your voice down,” I hiss, even though they’re hundreds of miles away. “But yes.”

“Oh my gosh.” Iris fans herself dramatically. “This is the best thing I’ve heard all year. Tell us everything. And I mean everything.”

So I do. I tell them about seeing Reign at the fight, about the tension between him and Gio, about Reign following me to that bathroom and what happened there. I tell them about meeting him at the diner this morning, about the dog tags now hanging around my neck.

“Show us,” Violet demands when I mention them.

I pull the chain out from beneath my dress, letting the metal tags catch the light. My friends both sigh appreciatively.

“That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” Iris says. “He’s marking his territory.”

“It’s not like that,” I protest, but even I can hear how unconvincing I sound.

“Honey,” Violet says gently, “it’s exactly like that. And honestly? Good for you. You deserve someone who wants to claim you.”

“There’s more,” I say. “He invited me to spend the weekend at his cabin when I get back from Denver.”

The reaction is immediate and unanimous.

“You’re going,” Iris states.

“Absolutely,” Violet agrees. “No question.”

“But how?” I ask. “I can’t just disappear for a weekend. Lucille watches my every move.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Violet interrupts. “There has to be something you can use as cover.”

I rack my brain, thinking of any legitimate reason I might have to be away from home for two days. Then it hits me.

“Wait,” I say, reaching for my laptop. “I think I saw something on Facebook...”

I scroll through my feed until I find what I’m looking for. A post from my high school majorette team about a reunion weekend at Fit Mountain Resort.

“Perfect,” I breathe. “My old majorette team is having a reunion next weekend at Fit Mountain Resort. It’s the same weekend Reign wants me to come to his cabin.”

“That’s genius,” Iris says. “How long since you’ve seen those girls?”

“Years,” I admit. “But I can register late. I’m sure they won’t mind.”

“Do it,” Violet urges. “Register right now, then you have legitimate cover for the weekend.”

My fingers hover over the keyboard. This feels like such a huge step, actively lying to Lucille and Gio to spend time with Reign. But when I think about his hands on my body, his voice promising to solve my problems, the choice feels obvious.

I click the registration link and fill out the form, my heart pounding with each keystroke. When I hit submit, a weight lifts off my shoulders.

“Done,” I announce.

My friends cheer, and I can’t help but smile. For the first time in months, I have something to look forward to that’s entirely my choice.

“I’m so proud of you,” Violet says, her expression serious now. “You’re finally fighting for what you want.”

“It’s terrifying,” I admit.

“The best things usually are,” Iris replies. “But Audrey, you deserve to be happy. You deserve to be with someone who sees you for who you really are.”

Tears prick at my eyes. “I should go. I still need to get a few things done before I leave tomorrow.”

“Text us from Denver,” Violet says. “And remember, you’re doing this for you. Not for Lucille, not for Gio, not for anyone else.”

“I will,” I promise. “Love you both.”

“Love you, too,” they say in unison before ending the call.

I set my phone aside and finish packing, my movements lighter than they’ve been in weeks. The dog tags shift against my skin with each motion, a constant reminder of Reign’s promise. Three days in Denver, then a weekend that’s entirely mine.
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I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to distract myself with mundane tasks. Organizing my jewelry box, reading a few chapters of a novel I’d abandoned weeks ago, even attempting to sketch in my old pad. But nothing holds my attention for long. My thoughts keep drifting back to this morning, to the promise in Reign’s voice when he said he’d call tonight.

I catch myself checking my phone every few minutes, even though I know it’s still hours before evening. There’s a part of me that wants to text him first, to reach out and maintain the connection we forged this morning. But something holds me back. Maybe it is fear that this intensity between us is one-sided, that I’m reading more into his possessiveness than actually exists.

The hours crawl by with excruciating slowness. Dinner with Lucille is a stilted affair, her conversation focused entirely on tomorrow’s Denver itinerary. I nod and respond at appropriate intervals, but my mind is elsewhere, counting down the minutes until I hear Reign’s voice again.

By eight o’clock, I’m pacing my bedroom like a caged animal. By nine, I’m convinced he’s changed his mind. By nine-thirty, I’m questioning whether any of this morning actually happened or if I dreamed the whole thing.

Then, my phone rings.

I practically lunge for it, my heart hammering when I see his name on the screen.

“Reign,” I breathe, unable to hide the relief in my voice.

“Hey, Princess.” His deep voice sends warmth flooding through me. “Miss me?”

“Maybe a little,” I lie, settling onto my bed.

His chuckle is low and knowing. “I missed you, too, baby.”

Heat floods my cheeks. “How was your day?”

“Long. Boring. Spent most of it thinking about you in that short skirt you were wearing earlier.” His voice drops lower. “And what I wanted to do to you that I couldn’t in that diner.”

Heat pools between my thighs at his words. “Reign...”

“Tell me about your day, Princess. What did you do after you left me?”

I fill him in on Lucille’s wedding arrangements, the upcoming Denver trip, carefully working up to the news about the reunion.

“Actually, I have good news about this weekend.”

“Yeah?”

“I found the perfect cover story. My old majorette team is having a reunion at Fit Mountain Resort next weekend. I registered this afternoon.”

The satisfaction in his voice is unmistakable.

“That’s great news, baby. Now, you can disappear for the weekend without questions.”

“Exactly.” I twist the dog tags around my finger, the metal warm from my body heat. “Reign, I have to tell you something.”

“What is it, Princess?”

“I really like you.” The admission tumbles out before I can stop it. “This thing between us…it feels right in a way nothing has in years. And I know that probably sounds crazy since we barely know each other, but I can’t help it.”

“It’s not crazy.” His voice turns serious. “I feel it, too.”

Relief washes over me. “Really?”

“Really. You’re mine, Audrey. I’ve known it since the first night I met you.”

“I miss you,” I whisper. “I wish you were here.”

Reign chuckles. “Open your window, Princess.”

I blink, confused. “What?”

“Open the window, Audrey.”

I set the phone down and cross to the large window that overlooks the side garden. My hands shake as I unlock the latch and push the glass up. Cool night air rushes in, carrying the scent of jasmine and⁠—

A shadow moves in the darkness below. Then I see him, scaling the trellis attached to the side of the house with the fluid grace of someone who’s done this before. A duffel bag is slung across his shoulder, and he moves with purpose up the ivy-covered lattice.

“Oh my gosh,” I breathe, stepping back as he reaches my window.

Reign swings one long leg over the sill, then the other, landing silently on my bedroom floor. He straightens to his full height, and suddenly my spacious room feels tiny with his massive presence filling it.

“You’re insane,” I whisper, my eyes darting toward my bedroom door. “What if someone sees you? What if security⁠—”

“Your security system is ancient,” he says calmly, setting his bag down. “And Lucille’s bedroom is on the other side of the house. We’re fine.”

“How do you know about our security system?”

He gives me a look that reminds me exactly what he does for a living. “Princess, I could break into Fort Knox if I wanted to. Your family estate was child’s play.”

The casual confidence in his voice sends another wave of heat through me. “Why are you here?”

His eyes darken as he steps closer. “Because I didn’t want to spend another night away from you. Because I’ve been thinking about you all day, and I need to have you again.”

My breath catches as he backs me against the wall beside my window.

“I’ve been hard for you since you left the diner this morning,” he murmurs, his lips brushing my ear. “Do you know what that does to a man? Walking around all day thinking about how tight you felt around my cock?”

His mouth crashes against mine, the kiss hungry and demanding. I melt into him, all my earlier nervousness evaporating under the heat of his touch.

“Get on the bed,” he commands against my lips.

I move toward my bed on shaking legs, hyperaware of his eyes tracking my every movement. The familiar pink and white comforter from my teenage years suddenly feels surreal—too innocent for what’s about to happen here.

Reign follows, his fingers working the buttons of his shirt. “Take off your clothes. Slowly.”

I reach for the hem of my nightgown with trembling hands, pulling it up and over my head. His sharp intake of breath when he sees I’m not wearing anything underneath sends confidence surging through me.

“Fucking beautiful,” he growls, shrugging out of his shirt. The play of muscles across his chest and shoulders in the lamplight makes my mouth go dry. “Lie down.”

I sink onto the mattress, watching as he removes the rest of his clothes with efficient movements. When he’s naked, he joins me on the bed, his weight making the mattress dip.

“I’m going to take my time with you tonight,” he says, his hands skimming up my thighs. “I’m going to learn every sound you make, every way to make you shake.”

His mouth follows the path of his hands, pressing hot kisses to my inner thighs, my hip bones, the sensitive spot just below my navel. By the time he reaches my breasts, I’m already writhing beneath him.

“Please,” I whisper, my hands tangling in his hair.

“Please what?” His tongue circles my nipple without quite touching it. “Tell me what you want.”

“You. I want you inside me.”

He pulls back to look at me. “Not yet.” He grips my thighs and flips us over, and now I’m on top and he’s beneath me. His possessive gaze roams my body, lingering on the taut peaks of my breasts as I straddle his chest. “First, you’re going to ride my face until you come all over my tongue.”

Before I can respond, he’s lifting me, positioning me above his mouth. Then every coherent thought leaves my head as Reign tugs me down and buries his mouth between my legs.

Heat explodes through me, raw and electric. My hands fly instinctively to the headboard, searching blindly for something solid to hang onto as he devours me with brutal focus.

His tongue flicks over my clit, slow at first, then faster. He alternates between sucking and licking, never letting up, not even when the pleasure ratchets up so high I want to squirm away. When I do try, he clamps down on my hips and holds me exactly where he wants me.

All I can do is surrender.

And moan.

And beg, which is humiliating but apparently only turns him on that much more.

“Goddamn, Princess,” he growls against my core, the vibration sending shockwaves through my entire body. “You taste so fucking good. I could do this all night.”

His words push me higher, the coil of tension in my belly winding tighter with each stroke of his tongue. When he slides two fingers inside me while his mouth works my clit, I know I’m not going to last long.

“That’s it,” he murmurs against me. “Come for me, Princess. Come all over my tongue.”

I shatter with a cry that I muffle against my forearm, my body convulsing as waves of pleasure crash over me. Reign doesn’t stop, his tongue working me through every aftershock until I’m trembling and oversensitive.

When the aftershocks finally subside, he lifts me off his face and positions me over his hips. His cock is hard and ready, the tip already slick.

“Now you’re going to ride me,” he says, his voice rough with need. “Slow at first. I want to watch your face when I fill you up.”

My heart pounds as I position myself above him, my hands braced on his chest for balance. The head of his cock nudges against my entrance, and I sink down slowly, taking him inch by inch.

“Fuck,” he breathes, his hands gripping my hips. “You feel incredible.”

The stretch is intense, almost overwhelming. He’s bigger than I remember, and the angle makes me feel impossibly full. When I’m seated completely, we both freeze, adjusting to the sensation.

“Ride me, Princess,” he commands softly.

I bite my lip. “I’m not sure I know how. I’ve never done this before.”

“Rock your hips. Touch your clit. Do whatever you need to make yourself feel good.”

I start slowly, finding a rhythm that makes us both groan. His hands guide my movements, showing me exactly how he wants it. The friction is perfect, building that familiar tension low in my belly.

“That’s my good girl,” he murmurs, his eyes locked on mine. “Look at me while you fuck me.”

The intensity of his stare makes me feel exposed, vulnerable in the best way. I can see everything he’s feeling written across his face—the pleasure, the possessiveness, the raw need that matches my own.

“Faster,” he growls, his grip on my hips tightening.

I pick up the pace, chasing the building pleasure. The sound of our bodies coming together fills the quiet room, along with our ragged breathing and soft moans.

“I’m close,” I whisper, my movements becoming erratic.

“Not yet.” In one fluid motion, he flips us over, pinning me beneath him. “I want to be in control when you come.”

He drives into me with deep, measured strokes that hit exactly where I need him. The new angle sends me spiraling higher, every nerve ending on fire.

“Now,” he commands against my ear. “Come for me now.”

The combination of his voice and the perfect rhythm of his thrusts sends me over the edge. I bite down on his shoulder to muffle my cry as the orgasm tears through me, my body clenching around him.

He follows with a harsh groan, his face buried in my neck as he empties himself inside me.

“Get ready for bed,” he murmurs into my hair. “I’m staying tonight.”

“What if⁠—”

“I’ll be gone before dawn,” he promises. “But tonight, you sleep in my arms.”

Reign leans in and presses a quick kiss to my forehead, then nudges me toward the bathroom. He’s not just telling me what to do. He’s making the choice for both of us, and for once, I don’t mind being claimed.

I duck into the bathroom and close the door behind me. My reflection is flushed, glowing in a way I haven’t seen in months. As I brush my teeth, I replay every second of what just happened, from the way he climbed through my window like some kind of feral prince to the way he touched me as if I was made of glass and fire at the same time. I’m so distracted by the memory of his hands that I nearly spill toothpaste down the front of my sleep shirt.

The house is dead silent, the estate’s endless corridors muffled and empty at this hour. I know Lucille’s sleeping pills hit her hard by nine. The housekeeper never patrols the west wing at night. But the risk of being caught with a forbidden man in my bed should terrify me. For once, it doesn’t.

When I finish washing my face, I tiptoe back into my room. Reign has already made himself comfortable. He’s stripped down to his boxers, his body arranged casually against my headboard, the covers folded back with military precision. His duffel bag is nowhere in sight. He looks twice as big in the small expanse of my pink and white bedroom, and somehow, it doesn’t feel like a clash. It feels inevitable.

“Come here, sweetheart,” he says, his voice softer than I’ve ever heard it. I cross to the bed, climbing in like a sleepwalker. He pulls me into his side the second I’m under the covers, tucking my head beneath his jaw, one massive arm locking me in place.

“Sweet dreams, Princess,” he whispers against my temple.

For the first time in a long time, I know they will be.


ELEVEN
REIGN


Sunlight bleeds pale gold through the curtains of Audrey’s bedroom, painting stripes across her sleeping form.

I’ve been awake for the past hour, memorizing the way she looks tangled in expensive sheets with her dark hair spread across the pillow like spilled ink. My arm has gone numb where she’s been using it as a pillow, but I’d lose the whole fucking limb before I’d move and risk waking her.

She makes a soft sound in her sleep, burrowing deeper into my chest. The movement sends her scent washing over me—something floral from her shampoo mixed with the musk of our lovemaking. My cock stirs to life, ready for another round despite the three times I took her during the night. Each time slower than the last, each time marking her as mine in ways that go beyond the physical.

But the world outside this room is waking up.

Through the window, I can hear the estate’s gardeners arriving, their trucks rumbling up the service road. In another thirty minutes, the house staff will begin their day. The last thing Audrey needs is her stepmother discovering me in her daughter’s bed.

The thought of Lucille Worthington’s reaction almost makes me smile. Almost. But the consequences would fall on Audrey, not me, and I won’t put her through that. Not when I’m so close to solving the Vega problem permanently.

I press my lips to her forehead, breathing her in one more time before I absolutely have to go. She stirs, those brown eyes fluttering open with the unfocused confusion of deep sleep.

“Reign?” Her voice is rough and sexy as fuck.

“I have to go, baby. Before Lucille wakes up.”

She blinks more fully awake, her hand coming up to rest on my chest. “Already?”

“Security does their first full round at six-thirty.” I catch her hand, bringing it to my lips. “I’ll call you tonight. Every night while you’re in Denver.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.” I seal it with a kiss, keeping it gentle despite the urge to claim her mouth the way I want to.

She nods against my shoulder, but I feel the tension in her body. She’s scared. She has every right to be. But she doesn’t know what I know. Giovanni Vega’s days of controlling her life are numbered in hours, not weeks.

I force myself to slide out of bed, immediately missing her warmth. My clothes are scattered around the room, testament to how desperately we came together last night. I dress efficiently, muscle memory from years of predawn deployments taking over while my mind stays focused on the woman watching me from the bed.

“Don’t get up,” I tell her when she starts to move. “Go back to sleep.”

She settles back into the pillows, looking so fucking beautiful it physically hurts to turn away. I grab my duffel, check my phone for the security patterns I’ve been tracking. The south garden will be clear for another twelve minutes.

At the window, I turn back for one last look. She’s pulled my pillow against her chest, her face buried in it like she’s trying to hold onto my scent. The possessive satisfaction that brings almost makes me climb back into that bed.

“Reign?” She lifts her head, eyes already heavy with returning sleep. “Be careful.”

“Always am.” I swing one leg over the windowsill. “Dream of me, baby.”

The climb down is easier than the ascent, handholds familiar now. I drop the last few feet to the garden, landing in a crouch behind a massive hydrangea bush. The estate is quiet, morning mist clinging to the manicured lawns. I make my way through the gardens to where I left my truck parked on an old service road just beyond the property line.

The engine turns over with a low rumble that seems too loud in the morning stillness. But no alarms sound, no security appears. I navigate the narrow road that connects to the main highway, hands steady on the wheel despite the chaos in my chest.

Fuck.

Leaving her feels wrong on a cellular level. Every instinct screams at me to turn around, to climb back through that window and deal with whatever consequences come. But that’s emotional thinking, not strategic thinking. And strategy is what will win this war.

The mountain roads are empty this early, allowing me to push the truck harder than usual through the curves. Pine trees flash by in a blur of green, the peaks of the Tetons catching the first light of day. Beautiful country. The kind of place a man could build a life, raise a family. The kind of place where an art studio would get perfect morning light.

My hands tighten on the steering wheel as I think about Audrey in that studio, paint on her fingers and joy on her face. Soon. Fucking soon.

The drive gives me too much time to think, to replay every moment of last night. Not just the sex—though holy fuck, the sex—but the quieter moments. The way she curved into me while she slept. The small sounds she made when I touched her. The trust in her eyes when I promised to handle Vega.

She has no idea what she’s awakened in me. This primal need to possess, to protect, to provide. I’ve spent my entire adult life in control of my emotions, my reactions, my environment. But she decimates that control without even trying.

By the time I turn onto the private road leading to my cabin, the sun has fully risen. Which is why I immediately spot Ben’s Jeep parked in my driveway.

My jaw clenches as I pull up beside it, already running through possible explanations for where I’ve been.

He’s sitting on my front porch, scrolling through his phone with a cup of what looks like gas station coffee in his hand. His head comes up when he hears my truck, a grin spreading across his face.

“There you are!” He stands, stretching like he’s been sitting for a while. “I’ve been calling you.”

I grab my duffel and climb out, keeping my expression neutral. “My phone was off. What are you doing here, Ben?”

“Needed to grab some old family photos.” He holds up his coffee cup like a peace offering. “Got an interview with Sports Illustrated next week. They want the whole backstory. You know, military family, brothers reunited, that angle.”

Fuck. The last thing I need is media attention right now. But I can’t tell him that without explaining why.

“Could have called first,” I mutter, unlocking the front door.

“I did call. Like I said, your phone was off.” He follows me inside, his energy filling the space. “Where were you all night anyway? Your bed hasn’t been slept in.”

I set my duffel on the kitchen counter, buying time by starting the coffee maker. “Had business in town.”

“Business.” His tone makes it clear he doesn’t buy it. “At five in the morning?”

“Sometimes security consultations require odd hours.” The lie comes easily, backed by enough truth to be believable. “Want actual coffee?”

He accepts the subject change, settling onto one of the bar stools at my kitchen island. “Fuck yes. This gas station shit is terrible.”

I move through the familiar routine of making coffee, grateful for something to do with my hands. Ben chatters about the fight, the media attention, the sponsorship offers pouring in. I make appropriate noises, but my mind is elsewhere. On Audrey waking up alone. On the three days stretching ahead without her. On what needs to happen before she returns.

“Earth to Reign.” Ben waves a hand in front of my face. “You listening?”

“Sorry.” I pour two mugs of coffee, sliding one across to him. “Long night.”

He studies me with eyes too much like our mother’s. “You seem different. More... I don’t know. Intense than usual.”

If he only knew. “Just thinking about some upcoming contracts.”

“Bullshit.” But he’s smiling as he says it. “You got that look. The one you used to get before missions.”

"The photos are in the storage room upstairs," I redirect, not wanting to travel down that road. "Stored them there when I finished building this place five years ago. Haven't had reason to go through them."

"Got it." He stands, draining his coffee. "Thanks for letting me dig through your stuff."

He disappears upstairs, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Three days. Seventy-two hours for Audrey to play her part at the bridal show while I dismantle her cage. She doesn't know the meeting I have scheduled for Thursday. Doesn't know that by the time she returns, Giovanni Vega will no longer be a problem.

“Holy shit!” Ben’s voice echoes from the guest room. “What are you building in here?”

Fuck. I forgot about the construction.

I find him standing in the doorway of what will be Audrey’s studio, taking in the demolished wall, the new windows I’ve been installing, the lumber stacked along one side.

“Renovation project,” I say, aiming for casual.

“This is more than a renovation.” He steps inside, examining the space with genuine interest. “You’re building something specific. The light in here is incredible.”

“It’s an art studio.”

The words hang between us. Ben turns slowly, his expression shifting from curiosity to understanding.

“For a woman.” It’s not a question.

“Yes.”

“The same woman whose bed you just left?” His grin is knowing. “Come on, Reign. I’m not an idiot. You show up looking like you’ve been thoroughly fucked, and there’s a half-built art studio in your guest room? Connect the dots for me.”

I take a long drink of coffee, weighing my options. Ben’s loyalty to Vega is professional, not personal. But that doesn’t mean he’d be comfortable knowing I’m planning to destroy his meal ticket.

“It’s complicated,” I finally say.

“When is it not with you?” He leans against the doorframe. “She must be something special. I’ve never seen you like this.”

Special. The word doesn’t even begin to cover what Audrey is to me.

“She is.”

“So, when do I meet her?”

“You don’t.” The response comes out harder than intended. “Not yet.”

Ben’s eyebrows rise. “That complicated, huh?”

“You have no idea.”

He studies me for a long moment, and I see him make the decision not to push. It’s progress from the kid who used to needle me relentlessly, desperate for any scrap of attention.

“Well, when you’re ready, I want to meet the woman who’s got my big brother building art studios and sneaking out at dawn.” He claps me on the shoulder as he passes. “I’ll grab those photos and get out of your hair.”

I follow him to our mother’s room, standing in the doorway while he digs through boxes I haven’t opened in three years. He pulls out a manila envelope, checking the contents before tucking it under his arm.

“Thanks for this,” he says, squeezing past me. “The interview’s a big deal. They want the whole story of where we came from, how we both ended up in the military, and the reunion. Human interest stuff.”

“Just remember operational security. Nothing specific about missions or⁠—”

“I know, I know.” He rolls his eyes. “This isn’t my first media rodeo. Vega’s got me media trained within an inch of my life.”

Vega. Always comes back to fucking Vega.

We walk to the front door together, Ben still buzzing with excitement about his career trajectory. I want to be happy for him. I am happy for him. But the shadow of what’s coming makes everything complicated.

“Hey,” he says, turning at the door. “Whatever’s going on with you and this mystery woman, I hope it works out. You deserve something good, Reign.”

The sincerity in his voice catches me off guard. “Thanks.”

“And when you’re ready to talk about it, I’m here. We might not have been close growing up, but we’re brothers. That means something.”

He’s gone before I can respond, his Jeep kicking up dust as he navigates down the mountain road. I stand in the doorway long after he’s disappeared, coffee growing cold in my hand.

Brothers. Family. Complications I didn’t factor into my plans for Audrey.

But it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except ensuring she never has to wear Vega’s ring again. If that costs me my relationship with Ben, so be it. Some things are worth any price.

I close the door and head for my office. Three days to finalize everything. Three days to prepare for war.

The cabin feels too fucking quiet without her. I’ve been pacing for the last hour, checking my phone every few minutes like some lovesick teenager. Seven-thirty. She should be back at her hotel by now, done with whatever wedding torture her stepmother subjected her to today. My fingers itch to dial her number, but I force myself to wait. Let her get settled. Let her eat dinner. Let her think she has a moment to breathe before I remind her who she belongs to.

The whiskey in my glass does nothing to dull the edge of need scraping at my insides. Twenty-four hours since I left her bed, and my body is already going through withdrawal. I can still smell her on my skin despite the shower. Still feel the phantom pressure of her curves pressed against me. Still hear the soft sounds she made when I pushed inside her.

Fuck it. I’m calling.

She answers on the second ring, slightly breathless. “Reign?”

Just her voice saying my name sends heat straight to my cock. “Hey, baby. You alone?”

“Yes.” A pause, then softer, “I was hoping you’d call.”

“Told you I would.” I settle into my leather chair, phone pressed to my ear like a lifeline. “Every night, remember?”

“I remember.” There’s rustling in the background, like she’s getting comfortable. “It’s good to hear your voice. Today was...”

“Tell me.” I close my eyes, picturing her in some sterile hotel room. Probably wearing one of those prim outfits her stepmother selects. But underneath, she’s all soft skin and desperate need. Just like me.

“Exhausting.” She sighs, and I hear the weight of performance in that single sound. “Wedding dress after wedding dress. Each one more elaborate than the last. Lucille insisted I try on at least twenty.”

“And?” My jaw clenches at the thought of her in wedding whites meant for another man.

“And they all felt like costumes.” Her voice drops. “Like I was playing dress-up for someone else’s life.”

Good. She’s starting to see the truth of it. “Because it is someone else’s life, baby. Not yours.”

“Reign...” There’s warning in her tone, but also longing.

“Tell me about the show. What else did they make you look at?”

She launches into descriptions of floral arrangements and table settings, her voice gaining animation as she mocks the overwrought displays. I let her talk, content to listen, filing away details about what she hates. Everything she describes sounds like the opposite of what I know she’d actually want. Elaborate where she prefers simple. Formal where she craves authentic. Performance instead of truth.

“The worst part was the cake tasting,” she continues. “Fifteen different samples, and Lucille critiqued every single one. Too sweet, too dense, not elegant enough. I thought the baker was going to cry.”

“What did you actually like?”

She pauses, surprised by the question. “The lemon one. It was simple but perfect. Of course, Lucille immediately vetoed it.”

I make a mental note. Lemon cake. Simple. Real. Like her.

“Where are you now?” I ask, my voice dropping to that tone I know affects her.

“In my hotel room.” Her breath catches slightly. “Sitting on the bed.”

“What are you wearing?”

“Reign.” Now there’s definite breathlessness in her voice. “You can’t just⁠—”

“I can, and I will.” I shift in my chair, already half-hard from just talking to her. “Answer the question, baby. What are you wearing?”

A pause. Then, quietly, “The dress from dinner. Navy blue. Lucille picked it.”

“Take it off.”

“What?” Her voice spikes higher.

“You heard me.” I keep my tone level, commanding. “I don’t want you in clothes she chose while you’re talking to me. Take it off.”

I hear her quick intake of breath, then rustling fabric. My cock hardens fully, pressing against my jeans as I picture her obeying. Always so good for me, even when she pretends to resist.

“It’s off,” she whispers.

“Good girl.” The praise makes her breath hitch. “Now, tell me what you’re wearing underneath.”

“White lace.” Her voice has gone throaty. “Matching set.”

“Fuck.” The image of her in white lace nearly undoes me. “Touch yourself for me.”

“Reign, I don’t⁠—”

“Yes, you do.” I free my cock from my jeans, already leaking. “You’re going to touch yourself and tell me exactly how it feels. Starting with those perfect tits I can’t stop thinking about.”

Her soft moan tells me she’s obeying. “Okay.”

“Tell me.” I wrap my hand around my length, stroking slowly. “Tell me what you’re doing.”

“I’m...I’m touching my breasts through the lace.” Her breathing accelerates. “Thinking about your hands. How rough they were. How good they felt.”

“Pinch your nipples.” My voice has gone gravelly. “The way I did last night.”

Her sharp gasp shoots straight through me. “Oh, god.”

“That’s it, baby. Now slide your hand down. Are you wet for me?”

“Yes.” The admission comes out as a whimper. “So wet.”

“Good. Push your panties aside and touch yourself. Pretend it’s my fingers.”

The sounds she makes as she follows my commands have me stroking faster. I can picture her spread out on some generic hotel bed, face flushed, body arching as she chases pleasure. But it’s not enough. Won’t be enough until she’s back in my arms.

“Tell me what you’re thinking about,” I demand.

“You.” No hesitation. “Your mouth on me. Your hands. The way you felt inside me.”

“How many fingers are you using?”

“Two.” Her breath catches. “But it’s not...it’s not the same.”

“I know, baby. Nothing’s the same as my cock filling you up.” My hand moves faster, chasing my own release. “Add another finger. Fuck yourself the way I would.”

Her moan is pure sex, desperate and needy. I can hear the wet sounds of her fingers working, can practically taste her arousal on my tongue.

“Are you close?” I ask, though I can tell from her breathing that she is.

“Yes. Reign, I’m⁠—”

“Come for me.” It’s an order, not a request. “Come with my name on your lips.”

She shatters with a cry that makes me follow immediately after. My release spurts over my hand as I groan her name, wishing desperately I was filling her instead of wasting it.

For several moments, we just breathe together across the miles. The connection between us pulses even through the phone, undeniable and overwhelming.

“I miss you,” she whispers finally, vulnerability clear in her voice.

“I know, baby. Two more days.” I clean myself up one-handed, not ready to break our connection. “I have a surprise for you when you get back.”

“What kind of surprise?” There’s sleepy curiosity in her tone now, the post-orgasm haze softening her edges.

“The kind you have to wait for.” I can’t help but smile at her small sound of protest. “I’ll pick you up Saturday morning. No arguments.”

“Bossy.” But she’s smiling, too; I can hear it.

“You love it.” And she does. She loves when I take control, when I remove the burden of choice from her shoulders. “Get some sleep, baby. Dream of me.”

“Always do.” The admission is soft, honest. “Goodnight, Reign.”

“Night, Audrey.”

I end the call but remain in my chair, staring at the phone like it might transport me to her. Two more days of this torture. Two more days of her playing perfect daughter while I finalize the pieces that will free her.

Unable to sit still, I push myself up and walk to the guest room—her studio. The space is nearly complete now. New windows installed to capture the morning light. Walls painted a soft white that won’t compete with her art. Built-in storage for supplies. Everything an artist could need to create.

I stand in the doorway, imagining her here. Paint-stained fingers. Hair pulled back in a messy bun. That look of concentration she gets when she’s focused on something she loves. This is what I can give her—not just freedom from Vega, but freedom to be herself.

Saturday can’t come fast enough.


TWELVE
AUDREY


“Now, you’re absolutely certain the Patterson girl will be there?” Lucille picks up the reunion invitation I strategically left on my dresser.

“Her father was one of our foundation’s biggest donors last year, you know.”

“Yep, Sarah confirmed yesterday.” I tuck my toiletry bag into the side pocket. “She mentioned that Rebecca Mills will be there, too. Her husband runs that pharmaceutical company.”

Lucille nods approvingly from her perch on my vanity chair.

“Excellent. Her mother sits on the board at Children’s Hospital, and we could use that connection for the charity gala.”

“I’ll be sure to reconnect with everyone,” I say, making my voice appropriately dutiful while my mind races with thoughts of Reign.

It’s Saturday morning, and I’m in my room packing for my secret weekend away with Reign. I told Lucille that I’m going to a high school majorette reunion this weekend. It’s not exactly a lie. There really is a reunion happening, and I really did register. I’m just not planning to attend.

Lucille watches me fold my night gown, her manicured fingers tapping against the invitation.

“And you’ll stay at the resort the entire weekend?” She studies me with those sharp eyes that miss nothing.

“That’s the plan.” I zip the suitcase closed, avoiding her gaze. “The reunion committee booked a block of rooms.”

“Good. Gio mentioned he has business in New York this weekend, anyway.” She stands, smoothing invisible wrinkles from her cream-colored skirt. “Perhaps this little getaway will help you refocus. You’ve seemed distracted lately.”

If only she knew how distracted. My phone buzzes with a text, and I know without looking it’s Reign telling me he’s ten minutes out.

“I should get going,” I say, lifting my suitcase. “Don’t want to miss the welcome brunch.”

She follows me to the foyer, watching as I set my suitcase by the door.

“I still don’t understand why you couldn’t take Harold,” she says, referring to our driver.

“It’s a casual reunion, Lucille. I want to blend in, not arrive like royalty.” I force a light laugh. “Besides, I enjoy the drive through the mountains.”

Her gaze sweeps over me one more time, cataloging and critiquing as always. “Well, drive safely. Text me when you arrive.”

She glides from my room, leaving behind the lingering scent of her new perfume. It smells expensive and suffocating, like everything else about my life in this house. I wait until I hear her heels clicking down the marble staircase before I grab my phone.

She bought it. Leaving in twenty minutes.




Good girl. I’ll be waiting.
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Forty minutes later, I’m navigating the winding mountain roads toward Fit Mountain Resort. The resort appears through the trees, all rustic elegance and mountain charm. I pull into the parking lot and find a spot near the back, away from the main entrance, where I might be recognized.

My phone shows 10:47. Reign said he’d be here by eleven, but knowing him, he’s probably already watching from somewhere.

A black truck turns into the parking lot, and my breath catches. Even from across the asphalt, I can see his silhouette through the windshield. Tall, broad, unmistakably mine. He parks three spaces away, and I force myself to wait, to maintain some semblance of composure as I grab my bag and lock my car.

But the moment I start walking toward him, all pretense falls away. My steps quicken without conscious thought, my body drawn to his like a magnet. He’s already out of the truck, standing by the passenger door in faded jeans and a black henley that stretches across his chest. His eyes track my movement with predatory focus, and I see his hands clench at his sides like he’s physically restraining himself from closing the distance between us.

“Hi,” I breathe when I reach him, the simple word completely inadequate for this moment.

His response isn’t verbal.

The second I’m within reach, Reign’s hands are on me, one sliding into my hair while the other wraps around my waist, pulling me against him. Then his mouth claims mine with three days of pent-up hunger, the kiss deep and demanding and absolutely devastating to my composure.

I melt into him, and my bag drops to the asphalt as my arms wind around his neck. He tastes like coffee and cinnamon, like home and safety and every wild dream I’ve ever been too afraid to voice. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, and I moan softly, not caring that we’re in a public parking lot where anyone could see.

“Fuck, I missed you,” he growls against my lips. “Three days felt like three years.”

“I know,” I gasp between kisses. “I know, I missed you, too.”

He presses me back against the truck, his body caging mine as he continues his assault on my senses. Every point of contact burns through my clothes, reminding me of what I’ve been missing. His beard scrapes against my skin in the most delicious way, and I arch into him, needing more.

“Inside,” he commands roughly, reaching around me to open the passenger door. “Before I take you right here in this parking lot.”

The threat in his voice makes me clench with need, but I let him help me into the truck. The moment I’m seated, I notice something different about the interior.

The passenger side has been transformed into what can only be described as a princess setup. A soft blanket is folded on the seat, there’s a small cooler in the footwell, and the cup holder contains my favorite coffee drink from the local shop—iced vanilla latte with oat milk and an extra shot of espresso.

“Reign,” I breathe, taking in all the details. There’s a phone charger already plugged in for my specific model, a small basket with my favorite snacks, even a travel pillow in soft pink.

“Passenger princess,” he says, rounding the truck to slide into the driver’s seat. “Figured if you’re going to be stuck in the truck for the drive, you should be comfortable.”

My eyes burn with unexpected tears as I pick up the basket, finding not just snacks but specific items I mentioned loving during our late-night calls. Dark chocolate covered almonds. Those expensive sparkling waters I’m addicted to. Even the particular brand of mints I prefer.

“You remembered all of this?” My voice comes out thick with emotion.

He reaches over, cupping my face with one large hand. “I remember everything about you, baby. Every detail, every preference, every single thing that makes you happy.”

The tears spill over then, and he catches them with his thumb. “Hey, none of that. This weekend is about making you smile, not cry.”

“These are good tears,” I assure him.

“I know,” he says simply, leaning over to kiss me again, softer this time. “But get used to it. This is how it’s going to be from now on.”

The certainty in his voice makes me believe him. Makes me believe that somehow, despite all the obstacles between us and the life I want, he’ll make it happen.

“Ready to go home?” he asks, and I know he means his cabin, but the word resonates deeper.

“Yes,” I whisper, settling back into my passenger princess setup. “Take me home.”

He starts the truck, his hand finding mine across the console. As we pull out of the parking lot, I feel something inside me settle. The mountain roads unfold before us, each curve taking me further from the suffocating expectations of Cooper Heights and closer to the mountain peaks above.

Reign’s hand rests on my thigh, and when I look over at him, I see a hint of a smirk playing on his lips.

"What's so funny?" I ask.

"Nothing," he says, but the smirk deepens. "Just trying to picture you in one of those little sequined outfits, throwing a baton around."

Heat creeps up my neck at the way his voice drops on “little sequined outfits.” "You're terrible."

"I'm curious," he corrects, glancing at me with those devastating blue eyes. "Here I was thinking art was your thing, and it turns out my baby was out there performing in tiny skirts and white boots. Did you do those high kicks, too?"

"Reign!" I swat at his arm, but I'm laughing despite myself. "It wasn't like that."

"No? Because I'm getting some very interesting mental images right now." His hand squeezes my thigh in a way that makes me squirm. "Tell me you have pictures."

"Ugh, you're impossible." But I'm smiling, remembering how different those days were.

I think back to the hours of practice in the gymnasium, my muscles screaming as I perfected routine after routine. About the bus rides to away games, all of us crammed together, applying too much hairspray and glitter. The rush of performing under Friday night lights, the crowd’s energy feeding into every toss and turn.

"Art was my thing,” I tell him. “But Lucille... Well, Lucille had other ideas. She thought majorettes would help me 'mix with the right crowd' as she put it. Network with the daughters of important families."

Reign snorts. "Of course, she did."

"It wasn't so bad," I say quickly. “My dad never missed a performance,” I say, my throat tightening with the memory. “He’d sit in the same spot, third row behind our bench, wearing this ridiculous custom shirt with my picture on it. Lucille was mortified, but he didn’t care. After every game, win or lose, he’d be waiting with hot chocolate and a hug.”

Reign’s thumb stills on my thigh. “He sounds like a good man.”

“He was.” I blink away the sudden moisture in my eyes. “Even when I didn’t always catch the baton.”

Reign chuckles softly. “I feel like there’s a story there.”

“State championship, junior year.” I groan at the memory. “Biggest routine of my life, and I dropped it right in the middle. The sound it made hitting the gymnasium floor? I still hear it in nightmares sometimes. But I picked it up and finished, even though I knew we’d lost.”

“That takes guts.” His hand moves from my thigh to capture mine, interlacing our fingers. “Most people would have frozen.”

“Dad said the same thing. Said it showed more character than a perfect routine ever could.” I squeeze his hand, grounding myself in the present. “Mom saw it as a failure, of course. But Dad took me for ice cream afterward and told me he’d never been prouder.”

Reign brings our joined hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. The simple gesture makes my heart flutter.

“I would have been proud, too. Failure’s easy to handle when you never really tried. Taking a risk and recovering from a mistake? That’s what shows who you really are.”

His words settle into my chest, filling spaces I didn’t know were empty. I study his profile as he navigates a particularly sharp curve, wondering what made him so different from everyone else in my life. Why does he see strength where others see weakness?

“What about you?” I ask, curious about the man who’s turned my world upside down. “What were you like growing up?”

His jaw tightens slightly, and I wonder if I’ve pushed too far. But then he takes a breath, his grip on my hand firm but gentle.

“Complicated,” he says finally. “Ben and I had different fathers, which meant we were in competition before we even understood what that meant. My mom...” He pauses, choosing his words carefully. “She was always chasing something better. A better man, a better situation, a better life. Ben’s dad had money, stability. Mine was just a guy passing through who left her with a baby and empty promises.”

My heart aches for the boy he must have been, always compared to his younger brother, always found lacking in ways he couldn’t control.

“She didn’t mean to play favorites,” he continues, his voice steady but distant. “But Ben was the golden child. Literally—blond hair, blue eyes, his dad’s money backing him up. I was the reminder of her mistakes. Dark, brooding, too much like the man who’d left her behind.”

“Reign,” I breathe, but he shakes his head slightly.

“It’s old history. But it shaped everything between Ben and me. He wanted my approval, and I resented him for needing it. He had everything handed to him while I had to fight for scraps of attention. By the time I was eighteen, I couldn’t wait to enlist. Get away from all of it.”

“But you came back,” I point out. “You’re here now, helping with his career.”

“Death has a way of clarifying things.” His thumb resumes its movement against my hand. “When Mom died three years ago, I realized I’d been punishing Ben for something that wasn’t his fault. He didn’t choose to be the favored son any more than I chose to be the disappointment.”

The vulnerability in his voice makes me lift our joined hands to my lips, returning his earlier gesture. “You’re not a disappointment. You’re extraordinary.”

He glances at me, something raw and unguarded in his expression. “You see me different than anyone else ever has.”

“Because I’m looking,” I say simply. “Really looking, not just at what you present to the world.”

The trees grow denser as we climb higher into the mountains, the road narrowing to barely two lanes. Just when I start to wonder how much further his cabin could possibly be, he turns onto a nearly hidden drive.

“Almost home,” he murmurs.

The drive winds through towering pines for another quarter mile before the trees part to reveal his cabin.

But calling it a cabin feels like calling the Mona Lisa a doodle.

The structure that emerges is magnificent. It’s all natural wood and stone, with massive windows that must offer stunning views. It’s built into the hillside like it grew there naturally, with three levels stepping down the slope with decks and balconies extending from each floor.

“Reign,” I breathe, taking in the craftsmanship, the way every line flows with the landscape rather than fighting it. “This is incredible.”

“Designed and built it myself,” he says, pride evident in his voice. “Took three years, but I wanted something that was completely mine. Every board, every stone, every nail placed exactly where I wanted it.”

He parks in front of a three-car garage that’s integrated seamlessly into the lower level. But instead of leading me to what I assume is the main entrance, he takes my hand and guides me along a stone path that curves around the side of the house.

“Where are we going?” I ask, though I’m happy to follow him anywhere.

“Something I want to show you first.” There’s an odd note in his voice—nervous, maybe? It seems impossible that this confident man could be nervous about anything.

We climb exterior stairs to the second level, where he unlocks a door that opens into a mudroom. But he doesn’t stop there, leading me through the house so quickly I only get impressions. Soaring ceilings, exposed beams, a massive stone fireplace. He’s focused, determined, pulling me down a hallway toward whatever destination he has in mind.

Finally, he stops in front of a closed door. His hand rests on the handle, but he doesn’t turn it yet. Instead, he faces me, something intense in his expression.

“Close your eyes,” he says softly.

“Reign...”

“Trust me.” His free hand comes up to cup my face. “Just close your eyes, baby.”

I do, darkness replacing my view of his handsome face. I hear the door open, feel him guide me forward several steps. The quality of light changes behind my eyelids—brighter, warmer. The scent of fresh paint and sawdust reaches my nose.

“Okay,” he says, his voice rougher than before. “Open them.”

I open my eyes, and my jaw drops.

We’re standing in the middle of what can only be described as an art studio. North-facing windows flood the space with perfect, indirect light. Built-in storage lines one wall, cubicles ready for supplies. An easel stands in the center of the room, and a work table waits along another wall.

“Reign, what is all this?” I whisper.

“It’s an art studio. For you.”

He built a whole art studio for me?

My eyes grow wide. “But how? When?”

“Started the day I got back from San Diego,” he admits, moving behind me to wrap his arms around my waist. “Kept thinking about what you said, about wanting to paint again. About the light in your eyes when you talked about your art. I wanted to give that back to you.”

I turn in his arms, barely able to see him through my tears. “But you didn’t even know if you’d see me again.”

“I knew.” His hands come up to frame my face, thumbs wiping away my tears. “Deep down, beneath all the anger and fear, I knew fate wouldn’t be cruel enough to give me just one night with you. I knew you’d come back to me.”

“Reign,” I breathe, overwhelmed by the gesture, by the faith he had when I gave him no reason to hope.

“I’ve been working on it every day,” he continues. “Tore down the wall to expand the space, installed new windows, built all the storage myself. Marcus thinks I’ve lost my mind, but I don’t care. I needed to build this for you. Needed to create a space where you could be yourself.”

I kiss him then, pouring all my overwhelming emotions into the contact. He responds immediately, his arms tightening around me as he takes control of the kiss. When we finally break apart, we’re both breathing hard.

“I love it,” I tell him, meaning so much more than just the studio. “I can’t wait to start painting.”

“Painting will have to wait, Princess.”

“Why?” I breathe. But I already know the answer from the heat in his gaze.

“Because.” His hand slides into my hair and tightens just enough to send a thrill down my spine. “First, you need to be punished for making me wait three days to have you again.”

The promise in his words sends heat pooling low in my belly.

This is the other gift Reign gives me. The freedom to want, to need, to surrender without judgment or expectation.

“But what if I’ve been good?” I ask.

“We both know that’s not true.” His smile is slow and predatory. “And besides, good girls don’t get what I’m about to give you.”


THIRTEEN
REIGN


Something primal stirs in my chest as I lead Audrey into my bedroom.

Before I met Audrey, I wasn’t the dominant type. Growing up, I was the quiet kid who kept to himself. Even in the military, I led through competence and respect, not intimidation or control. But something about Audrey unlocks a part of me I didn’t know existed—a need to possess, to claim, to mark her as mine in ways that would make a caveman proud.

I set her on her feet beside my bed, watching her take in the space.

“It’s beautiful,” she says, moving toward the floor-to-ceiling windows showcasing the mountains. The fading sunlight catches in her hair, turning the dark strands to burnished gold. “The view is incredible.”

I don’t give a shit about the view. Not when she’s standing in my bedroom, in my territory, close enough to touch but still clothed. Still not completely mine.

“Before we start,” I say, closing the distance between us, “we need to establish something.”

Her eyes meet mine, curious but not afraid. Never afraid, not of me. It’s one of the things that drives me fucking crazy about her—the trust she places in me despite knowing what I am, what I’m capable of.

“Colors,” I tell her, my hand coming up to cup her face. “Green means continue. Yellow means slow down. Red means stop immediately. Understand?”

She nods, her pulse visibly quickening beneath the delicate skin of her throat. “Green, yellow, red. I understand.”

“Good girl. Now tell me who you belong to.”

Her breath catches, but her gaze doesn’t waver. “You.”

One word. So simple. So fucking perfect. But not enough.

“Say it again.” My thumb traces her lower lip, pressing slightly. “Who do you belong to, Audrey?”

“I belong to you, Reign. Only you.”

I back her against the window, my body caging hers, one hand braced beside her head while the other slides to her throat. Not squeezing, just resting there, feeling her pulse race beneath my palm.

“And what happens to things that belong to me when someone else touches them?” 

“They get punished,” she whispers.

“That’s right.” I lean closer, my lips brushing her ear. “And you’ve been very, very bad, princess. Haven’t you?”

She nods, her hands coming up to rest against my chest. “Yes, I’ve been bad.”

I have no idea what the fuck I’m even saying right now doing. The words coming out of my mouth feel foreign, like someone else is speaking through me. But the way she responds—the quickening of her breath, the dilation of her pupils, the subtle arch of her body toward mine—tells me I’m on the right track.

“Tell me.” My grip on her throat tightens fractionally. “Tell me exactly what you did wrong.”

“I let him touch me,” she breathes, and I feel her swallow beneath my palm. “At dinner last week. He put his hand on my knee under the table, and I didn’t stop him.”

The confession ignites something dark inside me. I knew Vega had been pawing at her, but hearing it from her lips makes my vision blur red at the edges.

“Where else?” My voice comes out rougher than intended. “Where else did he touch what’s mine?”

“My waist. When we were dancing at the charity gala.” Her eyes flutter closed. “My face when he kissed me goodnight.”

“Open your eyes.” I wait until she obeys before continuing. “Did you think about me when his hands were on you?”

“Every time.” The admission comes out as barely more than a whisper. “I thought about your hands instead. About how different it feels when you touch me.”

“And how does it feel when I touch you?”

“Like I’m alive,” she says without hesitation. “Like I’m finally real.”

The raw honesty in her voice nearly undoes my control. But this isn’t about tenderness. Not yet. This is about establishing what she already knows deep down—that she belongs to me completely.

“Strip.” I step back, giving her space. “Everything off. Now.”

Her hands move to the hem of her sweater, but I catch her wrists.

“Slowly,” I command. “I want to savor this.”

She pulls the soft cashmere over her head, revealing a black lace bra that makes my mouth water. Her jeans follow, peeled down her legs to expose matching panties that leave little to the imagination.

“All of it,” I say when she hesitates.

The bra goes first, freeing her perfect breasts to my hungry gaze. Then the panties slide down her thighs, pooling at her feet before she steps out of them.

“Hands behind your back.”

She complies immediately, the position pushing her breasts forward, making her even more vulnerable. More mine.

I circle her slowly, drinking in every inch of exposed skin. The bruises from our last encounter have faded, and that won’t do. Not when I need to see my marks on her, need evidence of my claim that even Vega can’t miss.

“I’m going to spank this perfect ass ten times. You’re going to count each one and thank me for it. Understand?”

“Yes,” she breathes, her chest rising and falling with anticipation.

“Yes, what?” I prompt, moving behind her.

“Yes, sir.”

The honorific sends a jolt of satisfaction through me.

I’ve never needed a woman to call me sir before, never let my dominant side show like this. But with Audrey, everything’s different. She brings out parts of me I’ve kept locked away, makes me want things I’ve never allowed myself to want.

“Bend over. Hands on the window.”

She moves into position, presenting herself to me with a trust that humbles and inflames me in equal measure. The dying sunlight paints her skin gold, highlighting every curve, every hollow.

My hand connects with her ass in a sharp crack that echoes through the room.

“One. Thank you, sir.”

Her voice wavers but doesn’t break. I rub the reddening skin gently before delivering the second strike.

“Two. Thank you, sir.”

By the fifth, she’s trembling. By the eighth, soft whimpers escape between counts. But she never uses her safe word, never asks me to stop. If anything, she pushes back into my hand, silently begging for more.

“Ten. Thank you, sir.”

I pull her upright, spinning her to face me. Her eyes are glassy with unshed tears, but there’s heat there, too. Need. Desire so intense it matches my own.

“Color?” I ask, needing to be sure.

“Green,” she gasps. “So green.”

I claim her mouth in a bruising kiss, swallowing her moan as my hands roam her heated skin. She melts against me, her arms winding around my neck, pulling me closer.

“Please,” she whispers against my lips. “I need you.”

“Not yet.” I grip her wrists, pinning them above her head against the window. “First, you’re going to come just from my mouth. Then my fingers. And only when you’re begging, when you can’t form coherent words anymore, will I give you my cock.”

Her whole body shudders at my words. “Reign⁠—”

“That’s not what you call me right now.”

“Sir,” she corrects herself. “Please, sir.”

I drop to my knees before her, spreading her thighs wider.

She’s already wet, glistening in the fading light. The sight makes my cock strain painfully against my jeans, but this isn’t about me. This is about worship. About showing her exactly how a real man treats what’s his.

The first touch of my tongue makes her cry out, her hands scrambling for purchase against the smooth glass. I grip her hips, holding her steady as I devour her like a man starved. And I am starved—for her taste, her sounds, the way she comes apart under my touch.

“Oh, god,” she gasps, her thighs trembling. “I’m going to⁠—”

“Ask permission,” I growl against her.

“Please, sir. Please, may I come?”

“Come for me, princess.”

She shatters with a cry that would wake the dead if anyone was around to hear. But there’s no one for miles. Just us and the mountains and the truth of what we are together.

I don’t give her time to recover, immediately sliding two fingers inside her still-clenching heat while my thumb finds her sensitive bundle of nerves.

“Again,” I command. “Give me another one.”

“I can’t⁠—”

“You can, and you will.” I curl my fingers, finding that spot that makes her see stars. “Because you’re mine, and I say you’re going to come on my fingers like the perfect girl you are.”

This orgasm builds slower, deeper. I watch her face as she climbs, memorizing every expression, every gasp and whimper. When she finally crashes over the edge, it’s with my name on her lips—not sir, but Reign, raw and desperate and perfect.

I stand, finally shedding my clothes with efficient movements. Her eyes track every reveal of skin, darkening when I free my cock from my jeans.

“Turn around. Hands on the glass.”

She obeys on shaky legs, presenting herself to me once more. I run my hands over the marks I left on her ass, satisfaction flooding through me at the evidence of my claim.

“Who do you belong to?” I ask, positioning myself at her entrance.

“You,” she breathes. “Only you, Reign.”

I thrust home in one smooth motion, burying myself to the hilt. We both groan at the sensation—the perfect fit, the heat, the rightness of being joined.

“This is what you needed, isn’t it?” I set a punishing pace, each thrust driving her forward against the window. “To be claimed. To be fucked like you deserve.”

“Yes,” she gasps. “Yes, god, yes.”

I fist my hand in her hair, pulling her head back. “Look at yourself. Look at how beautiful you are taking my cock.”

Her reflection in the window is a work of art—flushed cheeks, parted lips, eyes glazed with pleasure. But it’s the expression of complete surrender that nearly undoes me. She’s given herself to me completely, trusting me with not just her body but with the parts of herself she hides from everyone else.

“I’m close,” she whimpers. “Please, I need⁠—”

“I know what you need.” I reach around to circle her clit, timing my movements with my thrusts. “Come for me, Audrey. Show me you’re mine.”

She comes with a scream that echoes off the mountains, her body clenching around me like a vice. The sensation triggers my own release, and I follow her over the edge with a growl of her name.

For long moments, we stay pressed against the window, both breathing hard. When I finally pull out and turn her to face me, her legs give out. I catch her easily, lifting her into my arms.

“You did such a good job for me, Princess,” I murmur, carrying her to the bed. The praise brings a soft smile to her face as I lay her down on the dark sheets.

She giggles, the sound light and free in a way I rarely hear from her.

“Is this why you brought me here? To make me come until I pass out?”

I chuckle, brushing damp hair from her forehead. “I brought you here to show you what it’s like to be mine.”

“I think I’m getting the idea,” she says, stretching like a satisfied cat. The movement displays her body in a way that makes my cock stir with renewed interest, despite our recent activities.

“We’re just getting started, Princess.” I trail my fingers down her side, watching goosebumps rise in their wake. “I have two whole days to show you exactly what being mine means.”

Her eyes darken at the promise. “And what does it mean?”

I lean down, pressing my lips to the pulse point at her throat. “It means your pleasure belongs to me. Your pain belongs to me. Every gasp, every moan, every fucking breath you take while you’re here is mine.”

She shivers beneath me, her hands coming up to grip my shoulders. “That’s a lot of responsibility.”

“I can handle it.” I nip at her collarbone, then soothe the sting with my tongue. “The question is, can you handle giving up that control?”

“With you?” She meets my gaze, her expression open and trusting. “Yes.”

The simple affirmation hits me harder than any elaborate declaration could. She’s choosing to give me something she doesn’t give anyone else. A real, complete trust. Not the performed compliance she shows her stepmother or Vega, but genuine surrender.

“Stay here,” I trace my fingers along her ribs, memorizing the texture of her skin. “I’ll be right back.”

She makes a soft sound of protest, but I’m already moving to the adjoining bathroom. I grab a warm washcloth and fill a glass with water from the tap, then snag the bag of trail mix I keep on the counter. Basic aftercare, but necessary.

When I return, she’s exactly where I left her, sprawled across my sheets like she belongs there. Because she does.

“Here.” I hand her the water first. “Drink.”

She props herself up on one elbow, accepting the glass gratefully. While she drinks, I gently clean between her thighs with the washcloth, taking care with her sensitive flesh. She hisses slightly at the contact.

“Too much?” I ask, stilling my movements.

“No, just sensitive.” She sets the empty glass on the nightstand. “I’m good. Really good, actually.”

I toss the washcloth aside and open the trail mix, selecting a few almonds and dried cranberries. “Eat these.”

“You’re bossy even during aftercare,” she observes, but takes the offered snacks.

“Get used to it.” I stretch out beside her, pulling her against my chest. “This is part of being mine, too. I take care of what belongs to me.”

She nestles into me, her head finding that perfect spot on my shoulder.

“Every time you trust me with something new, I learn more about who you really are. Not the mask you wear for everyone else, but the real Audrey.”

She’s quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest.

“Sometimes I forget who that is. The real me, I mean. I’ve been playing a role for so long.”

“I know who she is.” I tilt her chin up so she’s looking at me. “She’s an artist who sees beauty where others miss it. She’s brave enough to chase her dreams even when everyone tells her they don’t matter. She’s passionate and wild and fucking perfect exactly as she is.”

Tears gather in her eyes, and I brush them away with my thumb.

“You can’t make me cry after making me come that hard. It’s against the rules.”

“My rules,” I remind her. “I make them, I can break them.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Why does everyone call you Reign?”

My body tenses involuntarily.

Of all the questions she could ask, this one cuts straight to the core of who I became in the desert. The man who earned that name feels like a stranger sometimes, and other times he’s so close to the surface I can taste the sand and blood.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she says quickly, sensing my hesitation.

“No, you should know.” I shift us so we’re facing each other, needing to see her face when I tell this story. “It happened in Kandahar. My second deployment.”

Her hand finds mine, squeezing gently. The simple touch grounds me as memories flood back.

“There was this kid who came to our outpost. Amara. Ten years old, maybe eleven. Skinny as a rail but tough as nails.” A ghost of a smile crosses my face. “She’d show up every few days selling cigarettes and candy bars. Spoke better English than half my squad.”

“You got close to her?”

“We all did. Martinez taught her card tricks. Johnson shared his care packages. Even our hardass sergeant would slip her extra MREs.” I stare at the ceiling, seeing her gap-toothed grin instead of wooden beams. “Command kept telling us to maintain distance from locals, but Amara... She was just a kid trying to survive.”

Audrey stays silent, her thumb stroking over my knuckles.

“One week, she didn’t show. First day, we figured she was sick. Second day, maybe trouble at home. By the fourth day, we knew something was wrong.” My jaw clenches at the memory. “Intel finally came through. Local militia grabbed her and her little brother. Thought they were passing information to us.”

“Oh, no,” Audrey breathes.

“By the time we got the intel, her brother was already dead.” The words taste like ash. “Seven years old. They killed a seven-year-old boy for talking to Americans.”

Her hand tightens on mine, but she doesn’t interrupt.

“I went to my CO. Begged for permission to mount a rescue op. He said no. Too risky. Potential diplomatic incident. Couldn’t justify resources for one local national.” I feel the old rage building, the same fury that consumed me that night. “I stood in his office and listened to him write off a little girl’s life like she was collateral damage.”

“What did you do?”

“What I had to.” I meet her eyes, wanting her to understand. “I took four volunteers. Guys who loved that kid as much as I did. We went in at 0200, completely dark.”

The compound materializes in my mind—low walls, two guards, the main building where intel said they were holding her. I can still smell the diesel fuel and goat shit, feel the weight of my gear, hear Crutchfield’s breathing in my earpiece.

“We found her in a back room.” My voice goes flat, clinical. It’s the only way to tell this part. “What they’d done to her... Christ, Audrey. She was ten years old.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“She was breathing. Barely, but breathing.” I force myself to continue. “The men who did it were in the next room. Three of them, playing cards like they hadn’t just tortured a child. We got her out. But first...” My hand clenches involuntarily. “First, I made sure every motherfucker in that compound knew exactly what happens when you hurt kids on my watch. Afterward, people on my in squad started calling me Reign. The nickname stuck after that.”

“Did she survive? Amara?”

“She did. Medevac got her out, multiple surgeries stateside. Last I heard, she was living with an aunt in California. Wants to be a doctor.” I manage a real smile this time. “She sends Christmas cards. Calls me Uncle Jackson.”

Audrey cups my face in her hands, forcing me to look at her. “You saved her life.”

“I was too late to save her childhood.” The guilt I carry surfaces briefly. “Too late for her brother.”

“You did what no one else would do. You chose her life over orders, over your career, over your own safety.” Her eyes shine with unshed tears. “That’s who you are, Reign. Someone who protects the innocent no matter the cost.”

“Is that who you see?”

“It’s who you’ve shown me. From the first night in San Diego when you made sure I was safe, to building me a studio, to right now.” She presses her forehead to mine. “You reign over what’s yours. And you protect it fiercely.”

The understanding in her voice undoes something inside me. She doesn’t see a killer or a soldier who went too far. She sees a protector. Someone who’ll burn down the world for those who matter.

“You matter, Audrey.” The words come out rough with emotion. “You’re under my protection now. And I’ll rain down destruction on anyone who tries to hurt you.”

“Even Gio?”

“Especially Gio.” I let her see the promise in my eyes. “I don’t care about his connections or threats. You’re mine now.”

She kisses me softly, a gentle contrast to our earlier passion. “I’ve never had someone willing to fight for me before.”

“Get used to it.” I roll onto my back, pulling her on top of me. “Because I don’t do anything halfway. When I claim something, I defend it with everything I have.”

When we finally break apart, she’s smiling—a real smile that transforms her face, makes her look younger, freer. This is who she is beneath the performance, and fuck if I won’t do everything in my power to protect that.

“Ready for round two?” I ask, already hardening again with her weight in my lap.

“Already?” She shifts deliberately, grinding against me. “Someone’s eager.”

“Princess, I’ve been hard since the moment you walked into my bedroom. The first round just took the edge off.”

Her eyes widen, then darken with renewed desire. “Show me.”

“Demanding little thing, aren’t you?” I flip her onto her back, caging her beneath me. “What happened to my obedient girl who calls me sir?”

“Maybe she needs more convincing,” she challenges, wrapping her legs around my waist.

I grin, dark and promising. “Careful what you wish for, Princess. I’ve got all weekend. We’re just getting started.”
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The rest of the weekend goes by in a blur. Every hour feels both endless and far too short, time bending around us like we exist in our own private universe.

We make love on every surface of his cabin. Slow and tender in the morning. Wild and claiming against the kitchen counter after lunch. He feeds me strawberries in bed, and I paint his portrait while he reads, both of us naked and completely at ease in a way I’ve never experienced before.

But Sunday morning arrives with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, and before I know it, it’s time to leave. 

I’ve been in the studio since sunrise, trying to capture the view from the north window. It’s my third painting of the weekend. I know it’s my attempt to hold onto this feeling, to create something tangible I can take with me when I have to leave.

“Almost ready to go, baby?” Reign’s voice comes from behind me.

I don’t turn around immediately. Instead, I add one last stroke of gold to the mountain peak. “Yep, just finishing this.”

His arms slide around my waist from behind, pulling me back against his chest. He’s already dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, ready to drive me back to the resort. I can feel the solid warmth of him, smell the familiar scent of cedar and coffee that clings to his skin.

“Let me see.” He turns me in his arms, both of us looking at the canvas.

The painting is good, better than anything I’ve done in years. The mountains seem to glow with their own inner light, and there’s something wild and free about the brushstrokes that mirrors how I feel when I’m here with him.

“It’s beautiful.” He presses a kiss to my temple. Then he reaches over and picks up a flyer from the small stack of papers on the worktable. “What’s this?”

I glance at what he’s holding, and my stomach drops. It’s the competition announcement I printed out weeks ago and forgot about. “Oh, that’s nothing. Just something I saw online.”

“San Diego Contemporary Art Competition, huh?” He studies the flyer more carefully, his eyes scanning the details. “And first place gets a solo exhibition and ten thousand dollars.” His gaze shifts to me. “This looks like something.”

Heat creeps up my neck. “I was just... I thought maybe I could enter some of the paintings from this weekend. But it’s probably stupid.”

“Stupid?” His eyebrows raise. “Baby, your work is incredible. Why wouldn’t you enter?”

I shrug, suddenly feeling exposed in a way that has nothing to do with being naked. “I’ve never actually won anything before. And the competition is pretty prestigious. Real artists enter that kind of thing.”

“You are a real artist.” His voice is firm, brooking no argument. “Look at what you’ve created this weekend. Look at this painting right here. It’s fucking magnificent.”

“Reign—”

“No, listen to me.” He sets the flyer down and cups my face in his hands. “I’ve seen the way you come alive when you paint. The way your whole face changes when you’re creating something. That’s not a hobby, Audrey. That’s who you are.”

My throat tightens with emotion. “But what if I’m not good enough? What if I embarrass myself?”

“Then you try again. And again. Until you are good enough.” His thumbs stroke across my cheekbones. “But I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. I think you’re going to blow them away.”

“Yeah, well, the deadline is tomorrow.” I sigh, already feeling the familiar weight of missed opportunities settling over me. “It’s probably too late. Maybe next time.”

Reign gives me a long look, those piercing blue eyes studying my face. “Are you sure?”

I nod, even though something inside me rebels against the easy surrender. “Yes. I’ll enter the next one.”

“Okay.” He doesn’t push, but I catch something flickering across his expression before he nods. “Then we should get ready to leave.”

As we start gathering my things, a strange melancholy settles over me. I fold my clothes slowly, trying to delay the inevitable return to my real life. Every item I pack feels like I’m putting away pieces of myself, tucking the woman I am here back into hiding.

Reign watches me from the doorway, and I can feel his eyes tracking my movements. “What’s wrong?”

I pause with a nightgown half-folded in my hands. The question opens something raw inside me, and before I can stop myself, the words tumble out.

“I never want this to end.” My voice cracks slightly. “This weekend, this feeling, being here with you. I know I have to go back, but God, Reign, I don’t want to. I want to stay in this bubble forever where I can paint and be myself⁠—”

He steps to me gently, pulling me into his arms before I can finish the thought. His hand slides into my hair, tilting my face up to meet his gaze.

“Hey,” he says softly. “Look at me, baby.”

I do, even though my eyes are burning with unshed tears.

“This isn’t ending. What we have, what you’ve found here, this is just the beginning.” His voice carries that familiar certainty that makes me want to believe impossible things. “You think I built you a studio just for one weekend?”

“What do you mean, soon?” I ask him.

“Just what I said. I have a plan, Audrey.”

“What kind of plan?”

“The kind that gets you out of that engagement. Permanently.”

His tone doesn’t waver, not even on the word that should scare both of us most. “I know you don’t want to hurt your family, and I’d never let you go through this alone. But I can’t let you marry him. You know I can’t.” His hands are steady on my hips, pulling me closer, anchoring me when the ground beneath us feels suddenly unstable.

“I can’t tell you all the details right now, but I need you to trust me. When I tell you it’s time to go, I want you to come with me. No questions, no hesitation. Can you do that?”

I stare back at him, blinking hard, the cabin’s golden morning light dissolving into a haze around his face.

Permanently. That word ricochets through my head, catching on everything brittle and breakable inside me. I almost laugh, except I know he’s deadly serious. He’s making a promise, one so absolute it scares me more than Gio ever has.

I try to process it. And process him. For all the wild, reckless things Reign has done to me this weekend, for how completely he’s broken down every barrier I had, this is the first time he’s truly terrified me. Not because I don’t believe him, but because I do. He means it. I see it in the way his jaw flexes, in the stubborn set of his mouth, in the steady, unshakable blue of his eyes. He’s already decided. My opinion is the only thing left.

I stare up at him, seeing the absolute conviction in his blue eyes. Part of me wants to say yes immediately, to throw caution to the wind and follow him anywhere. But the practical part of my brain, the part shaped by years of Worthington expectations, holds me back.

“My family,” I start, thinking of my Lucille’s face when she realizes I’m gone. Of the scandal it would cause. Of my father’s memory and everything he built. “The business, the merger⁠—”

“Will all work out exactly as it should,” he cuts me off gently. “But not the way Lucille planned. Trust me, baby. Have I ever lied to you?”

I search his face, remembering how he’s kept every promise he’s made so far. How he found me when I thought I’d never see him again. How he built me this studio based on nothing but faith that I’d return to him.

“No,” I admit. “You haven’t.”

“Then promise me you’ll think about it. Really think about it. Not about what everyone else expects, but about what you want. What makes you happy.” I take a shaky breath, overwhelmed by the possibility he’s offering. A life where I could paint every morning. Where I could wake up in his arms every day instead of counting stolen moments.

“I’ll think about it,” I promise.

A slow grin spreads across his face, transforming his features from intense to devastating. “That’s progress. You didn’t say no.”

Before I can respond, he’s kissing me, deep and claiming and desperate. I melt into him, my hands fisting in his shirt as I try to memorize the taste of him, the feel of his mouth moving against mine.

“Come on,” he says roughly, resting his forehead against mine. “Before I decide to keep you here anyway.”

The drive back to Fit Mountain Resort passes too quickly, both of us lost in our own thoughts. He holds my hand the entire way, his thumb tracing patterns on my skin like he’s trying to memorize the feel of me, too. When we pull into the parking lot where my car waits, the sight of it feels like a physical blow.

“Whatever you decide,” he says quietly, “know that this weekend meant everything to me. You mean everything to me.”

The words are beautiful and devastating at the same time. Before I can respond, he’s out of the truck and coming around to my side. He helps me out, then backs me against my car, his body caging mine.

“One more,” he murmurs, and then his mouth is on mine.

This kiss is different from all the others. It’s desperate and claiming, like he’s trying to pour every emotion he can’t say into the contact. I kiss him back just as fiercely, my hands fisting in his shirt as I try to memorize the taste of him, the feel of his lips against mine.

He steps back, giving me space to get in my car. I slide behind the wheel with shaking hands, starting the engine on autopilot. Through the windshield, I watch him climb back into his truck. He waits until I pull out of the parking space before following me to the main road, where he turns left toward the mountains while I turn right toward Cooper Heights.

As I drive away, I catch sight of him in my rearview mirror, standing beside his truck with his hands in his pockets, watching me leave. The image burns itself into my memory. He’s my mountain man, patient and powerful, and he is completely certain that I’ll come back to him.

As the miles pass, my mind churns with everything he said. He has a plan. He wants me to trust him. He wants me to be ready to run when he gives the word. The smart thing would be to dismiss it as fantasy. To accept that that marriage to Gio is inevitable.

But I can still taste Reign on my lips. Can still feel the weight of his hands on my skin. Can still see the fierce determination in his eyes when he promised to handle everything.

What if he can actually do it? What if escape is possible?

The drive back to the estate feels like a return to prison. Every mile away from Reign’s cabin and closer to the imposing stone gates of Worthington Manor makes my chest tighten with dread. By the time I pull into the circular driveway at 10:15, I’m already strategizing how to get to my room without encountering Lucille.

I ease the front door open as quietly as possible, slipping off my heels to pad silently across the marble foyer. The house feels tomb-quiet, which gives me hope that Lucille is still in her morning routine. If I can just make it up the grand staircase and down the hall to my wing⁠—

“Audrey, darling, there you are.”

I freeze on the third step, Lucille’s voice floating from the direction of the morning room. There’s no escaping now.

She’s standing in the archway to the morning room, arms folded in a way that makes her diamond tennis bracelet glint in the light. She’s dressed in her signature palette, wearing a cream silk blouse, tailored navy slacks, with her hair scraped back in a chignon so tight it could hold up one side of the house in an earthquake. Her lips are painted the exact shade of rose that matches the centerpieces she insists on ordering fresh every week.

“Good morning, Lucille,” I say, plastering on what I hope is a reasonably convincing smile.

I descend from the stairs, careful not to let my feet tap against the marble. It doesn’t matter, because she watches every step, cataloguing the smudge on my sleeve, the slight crook in my posture, the fact that I’m carrying my own bag like a commoner.

Before I can set the bag down, she signals to Maria, who must have been hiding just out of sight.

“Maria, please take Audrey’s bag to her room and press her travel clothes, please. There’s a spot on the cuff.” Then she turns to me. “Come, let’s have breakfast. You can tell me all about the reunion.”

Of course, she wants details. I should have prepared for this during the drive, but my mind was too occupied with Reign’s promise to “handle everything.” Now I have to improvise an entire weekend of fake socializing while my body still hums with the memory of his hands.

The morning room overlooks the estate’s east garden, where early spring flowers are just beginning to bloom. It’s Lucille’s favorite space for informal meals, decorated in shades of yellow and white that she claims are “optimistically elegant.” The table is already set for two with her preferred Spode china, and I can smell the scent of her signature Earl Grey blend.

“So, tell me everything,” she says once we’re seated and Maria has poured our tea. “How was Sarah Patterson? Still as vapid as ever, I assume?”

I take a careful sip of tea, buying time.

“Actually, she’s doing really well. She just got engaged to that investment banker from Denver. The one whose family owns half of Aspen.”

Lucille’s eyebrows rise with interest. “The Morrison boy? Well, that’s quite a catch. Good for her.”

The lie comes easier than expected, and I find myself warming to the performance.

“Rebecca Mills was there, too. Still single, unfortunately. She’s been dating some artist she met in New York, but apparently it’s not serious.”

“An artist?” Lucille’s tone suggests Rebecca might as well be dating a serial killer. “How bohemian of her. I suppose not everyone can be as fortunate as you, darling.”

Right. Because marrying a mob boss is the height of good fortune.

“Jessica Chen looked incredible,” I continue, stabbing at my Eggs Benedict. “She’s been traveling through Europe with her husband. They just bought a villa in Tuscany.”

“How lovely for them.” Lucille cuts her own eggs with surgical precision. “Though I do hope she’s being mindful of her complexion. All that Mediterranean sun can be so aging.”

For the next twenty minutes, I spin increasingly elaborate tales about my former classmates. Ashley’s pharmaceutical heiress wedding. Morgan’s tech startup success. Lindsay’s unfortunate divorce from her oil executive husband. Each story earns the appropriate response from Lucille with approval for good matches, sympathy for failed ones, and subtle disdain for anyone who’s chosen love over strategic advantage.

“It sounds like you had a wonderful time reconnecting,” she says finally, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “Though I must say, none of these girls has managed to secure quite the catch you have in Gio.”

My stomach clenches. Just yesterday morning I was naked in Reign’s arms, and now I’m supposed to smile and nod about my fiancé’s superior qualities.

“Oh, don’t look so glum, darling,” Lucille says, reaching across the table to pat my hand. “Your father would be so proud of you. You’re preserving his legacy through this marriage, securing the future of everything he built.”

The mention of my father makes my chest tighten. Would he really be proud?

“I’m not sure about that,” I murmur, pushing eggs around my plate.

“Of course, he would be.” Lucille’s voice takes on that patient tone she uses when explaining obvious things to children. “Darling, it’s perfectly natural not to be completely smitten in these types of situations. Love can grow over time. Look at your father and me. We had an arranged introduction through mutual friends. It was all very practical.”

I stare at her across the pristine table setting. Is she seriously using her marriage to my father as an example of love developing?

“Dad was obsessed with you from the moment you met. He used to tell me stories about how he pursued you for months before you’d even go to dinner with him.”

A small, satisfied smile plays at Lucille’s lips. “I know.”

The smugness in those two words hits me like a slap. She knows. She’s always known exactly how much my father adored her, and she’s never felt the same way about him.

“And look how it all turned out,” she continues, gesturing around the opulent morning room. “I have a wonderful life. Security, status, beautiful homes, respect in the community. That’s what I want for you, Audrey. Gio can give you all of that and more.”

The way she talks about my dad, as if his love was just a convenient bonus to the lifestyle he could provide, makes me feel like I’m going to be sick. Is that how she sees all marriage? As a transaction where affection is optional but financial security is essential?

“Lucille, I⁠—”

“Mrs. Worthington! Miss Audrey!”

Maria bursts through the morning room doors, her usually composed demeanor completely shattered. Her face is flushed, and she’s breathing hard like she ran here.

“Maria, what on earth—” Lucille begins, but Maria cuts her off.

“It’s Mr. Vega,” she gasps, pressing a hand to her chest. “He’s been in an accident.”


FIFTEEN
REIGN


“Careful with the fucking corners,” I growl as Marcus and I maneuver the canvas into the back of my truck. “This is her best piece.”

“Would you relax?” Marcus adjusts his grip and slides the canvas into position. “I’ve disarmed bombs with less care than I’m giving this painting.”

I can’t help but snort. “You’ve never disarmed a bomb in your life.”

“Disarmed, shaped charges.” He helps me lower the protective cover over the painting. “Same principle. Steady hands, calm breathing, don’t fuck up or everything explodes.”

It’s Sunday afternoon, and Marcus and I are loading Audrey’s painting into my truck, preparing to submit it to the San Diego Regional Art Competition. The June heat shimmers off the asphalt, but up here in the mountains, the air stays cool. Perfect weather for what’s coming.

The canvas shows the view from my cabin’s studio window, the one she painted during our weekend together. Mountains rising through morning mist, pine trees catching golden light. But it’s more than scenery. There’s something honest in the brushstrokes, like she worked out her frustrations on the canvas. Every stroke shows what she can’t say out loud.

It’s the kind of piece that wins first place.

“So, what exactly is this contest?” Marcus asks as we secure the tailgate. “And why are you entering her work without telling her?”

I pull off my work gloves and toss them into the truck bed. “Art competition in San Diego with a cash prize and gallery showing. She told me about it this morning, but she’s too scared to submit.”

“And you’re just going to submit it for her?”

“Pretty much.”

Marcus leans against the truck bed, watching my face. “What’s your long-term plan here? You and Audrey can’t keep sneaking around forever.”

I grab a beer from the cooler and crack it open. The cold liquid doesn’t do much for the tension coiled in my shoulders. “We’re managing.”

“Managing.” His tone is flat. “That’s not a plan, that’s a holding pattern.”

“It’s working.”

“For now.” He crosses his arms. “But Vega’s not stupid. How long before he figures out why his fiancée keeps disappearing to paint landscapes?”

I take another swig. “He won’t be a problem much longer,”

“What the hell does that mean?”

I weigh my words. Marcus has been my partner for five years. If anyone deserves the truth, it’s him. But some information is dangerous even with someone you trust.

“Just what I said.” I meet his stare. “Gio’s days are numbered.”

“Reign.” His voice carries a warning. “What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything.” And it’s true. I didn’t pull the trigger, didn’t plant the bomb, didn’t give the order. But I sure as hell didn’t stop what’s coming either. “I got a tip.”

“What kind of tip?”

“Reliable sources say the Torrino family is making a move today.”

“The Torrinos?” His eyes widen. “Those psychopaths from Chicago?”

I nod. “They’ve been gunning for Vega’s territory for months. Today’s the day they settle the score.”

Marcus runs a hand through his hair, processing this. “How reliable is this source?”

“Solid. Former DEA contact who’s never steered me wrong.”

“So, when’s it going down?”

“This afternoon,” I say. “When Vega gets back from the airport.”

“Does Audrey know what’s coming?”

I take a last swig, avoiding his eyes. “I thought it was better if she didn’t know the details.”

“But she knows something’s up, right?”

“I told her this morning that she needs to be ready to go when I tell her to.”

Marcus leans against the truck, studying my face. “And what did she say to that?”

The question hits the nerve I’ve been avoiding all day. “She said she’d think about it.”

“Think about it.” His tone is carefully neutral. “Not yes, not no. Think about it.”

“She’ll come when the time is right.” I crush the empty can. “She just needs to process what it means.”

But even as I say it, doubt eats at me. Because “think about it” isn’t the response of a woman ready to abandon everything. It’s the response of someone weighing options, calculating costs. Someone who might choose the devil she knows over the unknown.

And maybe that’s what scares me most. Not that she’ll say no, but that she’ll keep saying maybe until it’s too late for either of us.

“You sure about that?” His voice carries no judgment, just genuine concern. “Because once this goes down, there’s no taking it back. If she’s not ready to run with you...”

“She will be.” The certainty in my voice is more for my benefit than his. “When she realizes she’s free, she’ll choose me.”

The words sound hollow even to my own ears. Because freedom isn’t just about removing obstacles. It’s about having the guts to walk through the door when it opens. And I’m not sure Audrey has that kind of courage. Not yet.

She’s spent her life trying to save her father’s company, carrying the weight of his debts on her shoulders. Even if I remove Vega from the equation, will she know how to stop fighting? Or will she just find new battles to lose herself in?

The thought makes my chest tight. Because I’ve already crossed the line. The moment I decided not to warn Vega about the Torrinos, I committed to this path. There’s no going back now.

Marcus studies my expression, reading the doubt I’m trying to hide. “Where is she now?”

“Back home,” I say. “Made sure she had no reason to go to New York with him this weekend.”

Marcus nods, understanding. “That’s why you insisted on the painting weekend. You wanted her nowhere near the city when it goes down.”

“Among other reasons.” I toss the crushed can into the truck bed. “Nature’s going to take its course, and she’ll be safe at home when it does.”

Safe. The word tastes wrong. Because once Vega is dead, Audrey won’t be safe. She’ll be free. And freedom is dangerous for someone who’s never learned how to use it.

“And then what?” Marcus asks. “You just show up at her door and tell her that her fiancé is dead?”

The question pisses me off because I don’t have a good answer. I’ve been so focused on eliminating the obstacle between us that I haven’t thought much about what comes after. All I know is that she’ll be mine. All I know is that without Vega standing between us, we’ll finally have a chance.

But Marcus is right to question the logistics. You can’t just walk up to a woman and announce that her fiancé is dead and she’s free to run away with you now.

The problem is, I don’t give a damn about logistics. I care about Audrey, about getting her away from a life that’s slowly killing her, about giving her the chance to choose for herself instead of carrying her father’s debts.

“We’ll figure it out,” I say.

“We.” Marcus straightens. “So, I’m in this with you?”

I meet his eyes directly. “If you want to be.”

“Course, I do. You’re my partner.” Marcus moves closer, dropping his voice. “But we need to think this through. What if she doesn’t come? What if she chooses to stay in her old life?”

The question I’ve been avoiding slams into me. What if she doesn’t come? What if, when faced with the reality of leaving everything behind, she chooses the familiar prison over the unknown freedom? What if the woman I’ve built my entire future around decides that duty is more important than desire?

Maybe he’s right to worry. Maybe I’m betting everything on a woman who might choose safety over the unknown. But when I close my eyes, I see the way she looked at me this morning when she thought I wasn’t watching. The hunger in her touch, the desperation in her kiss, the way she clung to me like I was the only real thing in her world.

“She’ll come,” I say quietly. “She has to.”

My phone buzzes against my leg, cutting through our conversation like a blade. I pull it out and see Audrey’s name on the screen.

“I have to take this,” I tell Marcus, already knowing what this call will be about. The timing is too perfect, too precise. Something went wrong.

Marcus nods and steps back, giving me space but staying close enough to hear.

I swipe to answer. “Hey, Princess.”

“Reign.” Her voice is shaky, high-pitched with stress. “Something happened.”

My blood turns to ice. “What kind of something?”

“Gio’s been in an accident. Some gang tried to blow up his car.”

The word “tried” hits me like a punch to the gut. My source was solid gold, never wrong. The Torrinos don’t miss. They don’t leave loose ends. They sure as hell don’t botch a simple car bomb.

“How bad?” I keep my voice steady, but my hand tightens around the phone.

“He got food poisoning at the airport. Something he ate on the plane made him violently sick, so he had his driver pull over.” Audrey’s words come out in a rush. “He was throwing up on the side of the road when the car exploded. The blast threw him about fifteen feet, but he wasn’t inside when it happened. He’s got cuts all over his face and arms from the glass, some bad bruising on his back, and at least two fractured ribs. But the doctors say he’ll be fine.”

Food poisoning. Of all the fucking things to save that bastard’s life, it had to be a bad meal. The Torrinos planned this perfectly, timed it to the second, and Vega survives because his stomach couldn’t handle airplane food.

I close my eyes and try to process what this means. Vega is alive. Injured but alive, which means he’s still engaged to Audrey. Still holding her father’s company hostage. Still standing between us like a wall I can’t tear down.

But worse than that, he’ll be suspicious now. A man doesn’t survive a car bomb by accident and just go back to his normal life. He’ll be looking for enemies, tightening security, asking questions. And the first question he’ll ask is who knew where he’d be today.

“Reign? Are you there?”

“I’m here, baby.” I force my voice to stay calm. “Where are you now?”

“At the hospital. But that’s not the worst of it.”

My jaw clenches. “What else?”

“Lucille wants Gio to move into our house when he gets discharged. She says it’s too dangerous for him to go back to his apartment, that he needs somewhere safe to recover.” Audrey’s voice breaks slightly. “She’s already having the guest room prepared.”

Rage burns through my chest like acid. The image of Vega in Audrey’s house, sleeping under the same roof, eating at the same table, being there every fucking morning when she wakes up. The thought makes my vision blur red around the edges.

“Like hell he is.”

“Reign, I can’t stop her. It’s Lucille’s house, and she’s convinced this is the right thing to do. She says it will show everyone that the Worthingtons stand by their family.”

“He’s not your family. He’s a fucking parasite.”

“I know that. But try telling Lucille that.” Audrey’s voice drops to a whisper. “I’m scared, Reign. Having him that close, every day, pretending to be concerned about his recovery when all I can think about is you.”

The fear in her voice cuts through my rage like cold water. She’s trapped, more trapped now than before, and there’s nothing I can do to fix it from here.

“Where will you be sleeping?”

“My room is on the second floor. The guest room is on the first floor, but still.” She pauses. “He’ll be right there. All the time.”

I want to tell her to pack a bag and drive straight to my cabin. I want to tell her to walk out of that hospital and never look back. But I know she won’t. Not with her father’s company hanging in the balance.

“Listen to me, Princess.” I keep my voice low and steady. “This changes nothing between us. You hear me? Nothing.”

“But how can you say that? He’ll be living in my house.”

“Because you’re mine, Audrey. That doesn’t change because some bastard is sleeping in your guest room.” My voice hardens with certainty. “He can live in your house, eat at your table, recover from his injuries, but he will never have you. That belongs to me.”

“Reign...”

“I’m going to fix this,” I tell her, cutting off whatever protest she was about to make.

“How? How can you possibly fix this mess?”

“Because that’s what I do. I solve problems that other people can’t solve.” I turn away from Marcus and lower my voice even more. “You’re mine, Audrey. That means your problems are my problems. And I don’t leave my problems unsolved.”

“I want to believe you. But I’m so tired of hoping for things that can’t happen.”

Her words hit deeper than I want to admit. Because she’s not wrong to be tired. She’s been carrying the weight of her father’s debts for two years, sacrificing her own happiness to save a company that might not even be worth saving. And now I’m asking her to believe that I can somehow make it all better.

“How long will Gio be in the hospital?” I ask.

“Three or four days, maybe. Depends on how the ribs heal.”

Three or four days to come up with a plan. Three or four days to figure out how to eliminate Vega without destroying Audrey in the process. It’s not much time, but it’s what I have.

“I need you to do something for me.”

“What?”

“I need you to act normal. Don’t let him see that you’re scared. Don’t let him think anything has changed between you two.”

“I don’t know if I can do that.”

“You can. You’ve been doing it for months.” I pause, choosing my words carefully. “And I need you to pay attention. If he says anything about the bombing, anything about who might have done it or what he plans to do about it, I need to know.”

“You want me to spy on him?”

“I want you to survive this. And that means being smart about what information you have access to.”

She’s quiet for a long moment, and I can almost hear her thinking. Finally, she speaks.

“Okay. I can do that.”

“Good girl.” The pride in my voice is genuine. “This isn’t over, Princess. Not by a long shot.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am right. I’m going to get you out of this mess, and then I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure no one ever traps you again.”

“Promise me.”

The vulnerability in her voice makes something fierce and protective surge through my chest. “I promise you, Audrey. You’re going to be free, and you’re going to be mine. Both of those things are going to happen.”

“I do trust you. It’s everything else I don’t trust.”

I understand what she means. It’s not about trust between us. It’s about trust in the world to let us have what we want. It’s about trust that there’s a way out of this mess that doesn’t end with one of us destroyed.

“I’ll call you tonight,” I tell her. “After visiting hours are over and you’re home.”

“Okay.”

“And Princess?”

“Yeah?”

“Remember what I told you this morning. Be ready.”

“I will.”

The line goes dead, and I stare at the phone for a moment before shoving it back into my pocket.

Marcus is watching me with the expression of a man who just watched his partner’s carefully laid plans explode in real time.

“Let me guess,” he says. “Vega’s not dead.”

“Nope. Vega’s not dead.”

“Fuck.” Marcus runs a hand through his hair. “What happened?”

“Food poisoning. He was puking on the side of the road when the car went up.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I wish I was.” I grab another beer from the cooler and crack it open, draining half of it in one pull. “The bastard survives a professional hit because he couldn’t handle airplane food.”

Marcus shakes his head slowly. “That’s some Grade A bullshit luck right there.”

“It gets worse. Audrey’s stepmother wants him to move into their house while he recovers.”

“Jesus Christ.” Marcus leans against the truck, processing this new complication. “How long?”

“Three, maybe four days in the hospital. After that, however long it takes his ribs to heal.” I finish the beer and crush the can harder than necessary. “He’ll be sleeping under the same roof as her.”

“That’s a problem.”

“That’s a fucking disaster.” The rage I’ve been keeping in check threatens to boil over. “I should drive down there right now and finish what the Torrinos started.”

“No, you shouldn’t.” Marcus’s voice is sharp, cutting through my anger. “You do that now, and you might as well paint a target on both your backs. The cops will be all over this bombing. They’ll be looking at everyone who had contact with Vega, everyone who benefits from him being dead.”

I know he’s right, but that doesn’t make it easier to swallow. “So, what, I just sit here and let him move in with her?”

“You sit here, and you think. You plan. You wait for the right moment.” Marcus moves closer, his voice dropping. “This isn’t over, Reign. It’s just more complicated now.”

“Complicated is an understatement.”

“Maybe. But complicated doesn’t mean impossible.” He nods toward the truck bed where Audrey’s painting sits under its protective cover. “You still submitting that?”

For a moment, I’d forgotten about the art competition entirely. The painting that started this whole conversation, the reason we’re out here in the first place. Now it seems like a small gesture in the face of everything else that’s happened.

But maybe that’s exactly why I need to do it.

“Yeah,” I say, walking over to check the protective covering one more time. “I’m still submitting it.”

“Good. She needs something to look forward to. Something that’s hers.”

I study Marcus’s face, reading the understanding there. He gets it. The painting isn’t just about winning a competition or getting Audrey recognized for her talent. It’s about giving her hope.

“She deserves better than this,” I say.

“Then make sure she gets it.” Marcus straightens up, his expression hardening with resolve. “But do it smart. Do it clean. And do it in a way that doesn’t get either of you killed in the process.”

I nod, feeling some of the rage settle into something colder and more focused. Marcus is right. This isn’t the time for rash moves or emotional decisions. This is the time for planning.

“We better get this to the airstrip,” I say, patting the side of the truck bed.

“You sure you want to make that drive today? After everything that just happened?”

I consider it for a moment. Part of me wants to stay here, to be close in case Audrey needs me. But the other part knows that sitting around doing nothing will drive me insane.

“I need to do something,” I tell him. “And this is something I can actually control.”

Marcus nods, understanding. “Alright, then. Let’s go submit a painting.”

We climb into the truck, and I start the engine, the rumble filling the silence between us. As I back out of the driveway, I catch sight of the cabin in my rearview mirror. The place where Audrey and I spent the weekend, where she painted the canvas now riding in my truck bed, where for a few days we pretended the rest of the world didn’t exist.

Now, that world is crashing back in harder than ever.

The drive to the airstrip to drop off Audrey’s painting will take thirty minutes. Thirty minutes to think, to plan, to figure out how to get Audrey away from a man who should be dead but isn’t. Marcus has a pilot buddy who owes him a favor, someone who can get the painting to San Diego and submitted before the deadline tomorrow.

I pull onto the main road and press the accelerator harder than necessary. The speedometer climbs as we head toward the small regional airport, toward whatever comes next.

Marcus is quiet beside me, letting me drive in silence. He knows I need time to think, time to process what just happened and what it means for everything I want.

One thing is certain: Vega surviving changes the game, but it doesn’t change the outcome. Audrey is mine. She was mine before the bomb failed, and she’ll be mine after. The only question is how much blood I’ll have to spill to make it happen.

In my pocket, my phone buzzes with a text. I pull it out at the next red light.

It’s from Audrey.

Thank you for listening. I know this is bad, but having you makes it bearable.




I type back quickly:

Princess, this is just a setback. I meant what I said. You’re going to be free.





SIXTEEN
AUDREY


I curl deeper into the window seat of the library, tucking my feet beneath me as I try to focus on the book in my hands. The words blur together, and my mind drifts despite my best efforts.

It’s been a week since Gio was released from the hospital and moved into our guest suite. A week of carefully orchestrated meals, of asking about his pain levels, of Lucille hovering with barely concealed satisfaction at having him under our roof.

The sound of uneven footsteps in the hallway makes me pause. I know that gait now. The slight drag of the left foot, the compensating heavier step with the right.

The rhythm of approaching danger.

I force my eyes back to the page and pretend to be absorbed in my book when all my senses are attuned to the doorway. The footsteps pause, and I feel his presence before I see him, like a change in atmospheric pressure.

“There you are,” Gio drawls. “I’ve been looking for you.”

I look up and arrange my features into what I hope passes for a pleasant smile. “You found me.”

He stands in the doorway, one hand braced against the frame. The bruising on his face has faded to yellowish-green, the stitches above his eyebrow now removed. His left arm remains in a sling, and he moves with the careful precision of someone managing multiple healing fractures. Still, there’s nothing weak about his presence. If anything, the injuries have made him more dangerous. More entitled to attention, more expectant of care, more insistent on gratitude.

“Always with your nose in a book.” He smiles and moves into the room with deliberate steps. “Lucille said I’d find you hiding in here.”

“Not hiding. Just enjoying some quiet time.”

He crosses to where I sit, bypassing three perfectly comfortable armchairs and the entire length of a leather sofa to sit beside me on the window seat.

I shift slightly, creating an inch of space that he immediately reclaims by adjusting his position. “How are you feeling today?” I ask.

“Better now.” His hand finds my knee and his fingers curl possessively around the curve. “The doctor says I’m healing ahead of schedule. Strong constitution.”

His thumb traces small circles against the fabric of my jeans. I resist the urge to pull away, knowing from experience that obvious rejection only makes him more persistent.

“That’s great news.” I place my book between us as a barrier. “Lucille will be pleased to hear it.”

“Lucille has been incredibly supportive.” His hand slides slightly higher on my thigh. “I couldn’t ask for a better future wife or mother-in-law”

I manage a smile that feels brittle on my face. “We’re just glad you’re recovering well.”

“Speaking of recovery. I think I’m well enough now to start resuming more normal activities.” His voice drops lower. “Or maybe even try some new ones.”

My stomach clenches. I’ve been dreading this moment since he moved into the guest suite down the hall from my bedroom. For a week, I’ve used his injuries as a shield, careful to show appropriate concern without encouraging anything physical. That shield is crumbling now, along with my excuses.

“The doctor said you should avoid exertion.” I try to keep my tone light. “At least for a few more weeks.”

“There are many ways to be close that wouldn’t strain my injuries.” His fingers tighten slightly on my thigh. “I’ve missed you, Audrey. You’ve seemed distant since the accident.”

“I’ve been worried about you,” I say, which isn’t entirely a lie. I’ve been worried about what his presence in my home means for my plans, for my freedom, for my future. “Recovery is your priority right now.”

“My priority is always you.” He reaches up with his good hand and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Though I’ve noticed you’ve been quite busy lately. Lucille mentioned you’ve been going into town almost daily.”

My pulse quickens. “Just errands. Wedding details, mostly.”

“Without your phone?” His eyebrows rise slightly. “I tried calling you yesterday afternoon. It went straight to voicemail.”

The question seems casual, but there’s nothing casual about the way he watches my reaction. I keep my expression neutral, though my heart hammers against my ribs.

“The battery must have died while I was out.” I shrug, and the movement dislodges his hand from my face. “I didn’t notice until I got home.”

“You should be more careful. I worry when I can’t reach you.”

Before I can respond, he shifts closer and slides his arm around my shoulders. The movement brings his face inches from mine. I fight the instinct to pull away.

“I’ve been thinking about the wedding,” he continues. His fingers trace patterns on my upper arm. “With my recovery progressing so well, there’s no reason to delay. In fact, I think we should consider moving the date forward.”

“Forward?” My voice rises an octave. “But we’ve already booked the venue for October. What about the deposits?”

“Money is no object.” He waves away my concern with his good hand. “Lucille agrees that a summer wedding would be lovely. July, perhaps.”

July. Less than a month away. Panic rises in my throat, threatening to choke me.

“Gio, that seems very rushed,” I manage. “There’s so much planning still to do.”

“Lucille assures me she can handle the accelerated timeline. I don’t want to wait any longer to make you mine, cara. Not after coming so close to death.”

The dramatic statement would be more convincing if I hadn’t overheard the doctor telling my mother his injuries, while painful, were never life-threatening. But Gio has been milking the near-death narrative since he arrived, using it to secure both sympathy and compliance.

“We should discuss this with the wedding planner,” I say, trying to create some breathing room. “There are contracts, vendors⁠—”

“Already being handled.” He tugs gently on my hair and tilts my face toward his. Lucille is making calls today.”

Of course, she is. The realization that they’ve been planning this without consulting me sends a wave of cold anger through my body. My future, being arranged like furniture in a room I’m not allowed to enter.

“Gio, I really think⁠—”

“You think too much, cara.” His lips brush against my temple, then move toward my mouth. “Always in that beautiful head of yours.”

I turn my face slightly, causing his kiss to land on my cheek instead of my lips. His body tenses against mine.

“Still shy?” His voice carries a hint of steel beneath the teasing tone. “After all this time?”

“Just mindful of your injuries,” I deflect, placing a hand against his chest to maintain distance. “I wouldn’t want to hurt you.”

“Your concern is touching. But unnecessary.”

He captures my hand and presses it harder against his chest before sliding it down toward his stomach. Bile rises in my throat.

“Gio, please.” I try to extract my hand. “Not here. Anyone could walk in and see us.”

“So what if they do?” His grip tightens, preventing my escape. “You’re my fiancée. There’s nothing inappropriate about showing affection.”

The sound of someone clearing their throat saves me. I look over my shoulder, and Lucille is standing in the doorway. Her eyes take in our position on the window seat, and approval warms her expression.

“There you are, darling.” She directs the endearment to Gio, not me. “I’ve just gotten off the phone with the Belmont. They can accommodate us for the last weekend in July.”

“Wonderful news.” Gio releases my hand but keeps his arm around my shoulders. “Isn’t it, cara?”

I look between them, these two people calmly rearranging my life without my input.

“Lucille, don’t you think this is moving too quickly? The invitations haven’t even gone out for the original date.”

“Digital invitations can be sent immediately,” she dismisses. “And the important guests will rearrange their schedules. The Vega-Worthington wedding is the social event of the season.”

“But, my dress—” I begin.

“Can be rushed,” she interrupts. “I’ve already called Vera. She understands the situation.”

Of course, she does. Everyone understands except me. Everyone agrees except me. Everyone decides except me.

“It seems you’ve thought of everything,” I say, unable to keep the edge from my voice.

Lucille’s smile tightens. “That’s my job, darling. To handle the details so you can focus on being a beautiful bride.” Her gaze shifts to Gio. “And on taking care of your fiancé during his recovery.”

“Audrey has been a devoted nurse,” Gio says, his hand sliding to the back of my neck. “Though I’ve hardly seen her these past few days. Always out running errands.”

The pointed comment doesn’t escape Lucille. Her eyebrows rise slightly. “Is that so?”

The trap closes around me, neat and precise. I feel color rising to my cheeks. “I’ve just been out running errands. Wedding things, mostly.”

“How conscientious.” Lucille’s tone is pleasant, but her eyes are sharp. “Though perhaps you should include Gio in those outings when possible. Fresh air would do him good, and you shouldn’t be making decisions without him.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Gio agrees. “In fact, I was just telling Audrey that I’m feeling strong enough to resume more normal activities.”

Lucille nods approvingly. “Excellent progress. The doctor will be pleased to hear it.”

She checks her watch. “I’m meeting with the florist in twenty minutes to discuss the revised arrangements. Gio, did you have any thoughts about the color scheme?”

“I trust your judgment completely, Lucille.” His fingers trace my collarbone. “Though I’m partial to white and gold. Pure, classic.”

“Perfect choice.” She beams at him. “Audrey, you should come along. The florist will need your input.”

Before I can respond, Gio’s hand tightens on my shoulder.

“Actually, Lucille, would you mind if Audrey stayed with me this afternoon? The pain medication makes me drowsy, and I’d appreciate her company.”

“Of course.” Lucille’s smile doesn’t falter. “I can handle the florist. You two enjoy some quiet time together.”

With a final approving nod, she disappears down the hallway, heels clicking a retreat that leaves me trapped with him.

“Alone at last,” Gio murmurs, his hand sliding from my shoulder down my arm. “Now, where were we?”

“Why don’t you rest for a while?” I suggest, seizing the opportunity for escape. “I’ll check on you later with your medication.”

He considers this, then nods. “A nap might help. But I expect your company at dinner. No more disappearing acts.”

“Of course.” I step back, creating precious distance between us. “I’ll just be in my room, catching up on emails.”

He allows me to retreat, though his eyes follow me to the doorway.

“Audrey?”

I pause, one hand on the doorframe. “Yes?”

“I love you.” The words sound like a warning. “Don’t forget that.”

I force a smile. “I won’t.”

The walk to my bedroom feels endless, each step measured to avoid appearing too eager to escape. Only when my door is closed and locked behind me do I allow myself to breathe.
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Hours later, I slip out of the house into the backyard. The east garden stretches before me, roses and hydrangeas creating dark silhouettes against the night sky.

I pause, listening for any sound that might indicate I’m being followed. The night is still, broken only by the distant hoot of an owl and the soft rustle of leaves stirring in the breeze. I check behind me one last time before hurrying across the open lawn.

The old oak looms ahead, its massive trunk and sprawling branches offering the perfect hiding spot. I scan the darkness beneath it, searching for any sign of Reign.

“Looking for someone?”

The whispered question comes from behind me, and I nearly jump out of my skin. A large hand closes over my mouth before I can cry out, an arm banding around my waist, pulling me back against a solid wall of muscle.

My initial panic subsides instantly as I recognize the scent of him. Pine, leather, and something uniquely Reign that I’d know anywhere. I relax into his hold, reaching up to pull his hand away from my mouth.

“You scared me,” I whisper, turning in his arms to face him.

In the filtered moonlight, his face is all sharp angles and shadows, his eyes gleaming with an intensity that makes my breath catch. He looks dangerous, standing here among the manicured gardens of my family estate. Too wild, too real for this carefully cultivated world.

“Hi, Princess,” he murmurs, his gaze traveling over my face as though memorizing every detail. “Missed you.”

The simple words unleash something desperate inside me. I rise on tiptoes, threading my fingers through his hair, pulling his mouth down to mine. He responds immediately, his arms tightening around me, lifting me slightly off my feet as his lips claim mine with a hunger that matches my own. This kiss is different from our others. There’s fear in it, and need, and something dangerously close to desperation.

Suddenly, Reign pulls back and his eyes darken as they sweep over me. “What the fuck are you wearing?”

I glance down at my sleep shorts and tank top. “My pajamas. I was getting ready for bed when I got your message.”

His hand slides up beneath my shorts. “No panties?”

“I didn’t have time to change,” I explain. “I just threw these on and came to meet you.”

Reign’s jaw tightens. “You’ve been walking across the grounds, in the dark, with nothing under these?”

“It’s the middle of the night, and Gio’s asleep. No one saw me.”

His voice is a low growl against my ear. “That’s not the point.”

I lick my lips. “What is the point?”

“The point is that anyone could have seen what’s mine.”

I can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips. “You’re jealous.”

“Damn right, I am.” His hands tighten on my hips. “Everything about you belongs to me. Your body, your smile, these little sounds you make when I touch you. All mine. Soon, I’m making it official. But until then, you protect what’s mine.”

There’s something about the raw need in his voice, the barely restrained hunger in his eyes, that makes heat pool low in my belly.

“I like when you get all growly and protective.” I press closer to him. “It’s kind of hot.”

“You think this is funny?” Reign backs me up against the oak tree and slides his hand from my ass to my waist. “You think I like the idea of you exposed, vulnerable, where anyone could see you?”

“No one saw me,” I repeat, reaching up to trace the hard line of his jaw. “And I’ll make it up to you.”

His eyes flash in the darkness. “Damn right, you will.”

I sink to my knees in the soft grass. The moonlight filters through the branches, casting dappled shadows across his face as he looks down at me with surprise that quickly morphs into hunger.

My fingers work at his belt buckle, the metal cool against my skin. His breathing accelerates as I pop the button on his jeans and slowly lower the zipper. The sound seems impossibly loud in the quiet garden, but I’m beyond caring.

“This wasn’t what I meant, Princess,” he says through gritted teeth. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I know I don’t have to. I want to.” I tug his jeans and boxers down just enough to free him. “I want to feel you in my throat.”

He’s already hard, thick, and heavy in my hand as I stroke him once, twice, feeling him grow even harder under my touch.

I look up at him through my lashes as I take him into my mouth and watch his face tighten with pleasure. The power I feel in this moment is intoxicating. This strong, dangerous man coming undone because of me.

“Fuck.” His grip tightens in my hair as I take him deeper. “You’re going to kill me, Princess.”

I hollow my cheeks and suck harder, using my hand to work what doesn’t fit in my mouth. His hips jerk forward involuntarily, and I have to suppress a moan as he hits the back of my throat.

“Look at you,” Reign groans. “If only your fiancé could see you now, so desperate for me you’d risk everything. You have no idea what it does to me, knowing I’m the only one who gets to see you like this. The only one who knows how greedy you really are. How wet you get just from sucking me off.”

Liquid heat pools between my thighs.

“Fuck,” he groans, his head falling back momentarily before his gaze locks with mine again. “That’s it, baby. Take it deeper.”

My hands work in tandem with my mouth. One strokes what I can’t take, the other cupping and gently squeezing below.

“That’s it, Princess,” he murmurs. “Just like that.”

I moan around him. I can feel him getting closer, and his grip in my hair tightens, guiding me into a faster rhythm that I eagerly match.

“Audrey,” he warns, his voice tight. “I’m going to⁠—”

His restraint breaks with a guttural sound that sends heat flooding through me. I feel the pulse of his release, swallowing around him as he shudders above me.

When I finally pull away, his eyes darken with renewed hunger. Before I can react, he grips my arms and pulls me up, turning me in one fluid motion so I’m facing the ancient oak.

“Hands on the tree,” he commands. “Now.”

The authority in his tone sends a fresh wave of heat through me. I comply immediately and place my palms against the rough bark. Reign moves behind me, one hand sliding to the nape of my neck, the other gripping my hip. I feel him press against me, already hard again.

“I’m not done with you yet, Princess.” His hand slides from my hip to the waistband of my silk shorts, and he tugs them down just enough to expose me to the cool night air. “I need to feel you around me. Need to remind you exactly who you belong to.”

His fingers dip between my thighs where I’m already soaked for him. “Always so responsive.”

With one powerful thrust, he fills me completely, drawing a gasp from my lips that he quickly muffles with his hand over my mouth.

“Quiet, Princess,” he warns. “Unless you want the whole house to hear what I’m doing to you.”

Each thrust drives me forward slightly, the bark rough against my palms, creating a delicious contrast to the pleasure building inside me. His hand leaves my mouth and slides down to circle my throat.

“You feel that?” His voice is a harsh whisper against my ear. “That’s what’s been missing all week. This connection. This claiming.”

I can only nod, words beyond me as he sets a rhythm that’s both punishing and perfect. The danger of our situation—outside, exposed, the possibility of discovery—only heightens every sensation. His body covers mine completely, surrounding me with his heat, his scent, his presence.

His free hand slides beneath my camisole, palming my breast, fingers finding and pinching my nipple. The slight pain blends with the pleasure, pushing me closer to the edge. His teeth scrape my shoulder, not quite biting, but threatening to mark me.

“Reign,” I whisper, the only word I’m capable of forming.

“I know what you need,” he responds, his hand leaving my breast to slide down between my legs. His fingers find my clit, circling with devastating precision while he continues to thrust inside me. The dual sensation is overwhelming, my body tightening around him as I rush toward release.

“Come for me,” he commands, his voice strained with his own approaching climax. “Let me feel you fall apart.”

His words push me over the edge, my body clenching around him as waves of pleasure crash through me. I bury my face against my arm to muffle my cries, my legs trembling with the force of my orgasm.

He follows moments later, his rhythm faltering as he pulses inside me, his body rigid against my back, a low groan muffled against my shoulder. For several heartbeats, we remain locked together, both fighting to catch our breath, his arms now supporting me as much as pinning me.

Slowly, gently, he withdraws, turning me to face him. His expression has softened, the raw hunger replaced by something warmer, more tender. He helps me adjust my clothes with surprising care, his fingers lingering on my skin.

I collapse against him, my legs still trembling, as he pulls me down to sit beside him at the base of the tree. For a moment, we just breathe together, the night air cooling our heated skin. His thumb traces idle patterns on my hip, neither of us willing to break the silence that wraps around us like a cocoon.

A twig snaps somewhere in the darkness.

My head jerks up, body tensing as I scan the tree line. Even knowing it’s probably just a deer, the sound shatters our momentary peace, yanking me back to our precarious reality.

“Security makes another round in twelve minutes,” Reign murmurs. He checks his watch, then glances toward the house. “You need to be back in your room before then.”

I nod, reluctance and necessity warring within me.

“I know,” I whisper, already mourning the loss of his touch as I begin to shift away.

He nods, understanding without needing explanation. “Three more weeks, Princess. Then you never have to leave me again.”

The promise sends equal parts hope and fear through me. Three weeks until Ben’s fight. Three weeks until I end my engagement to Gio. Three weeks until I claim the freedom to choose my own path—a path that leads to this man’s arms and a future that belongs to me.

“Three weeks,” I repeat.

Reign helps me to my feet, adjusting my camisole and shorts with surprising tenderness. His hands linger on my hips, unwilling to break contact even as we both know I must return to the house.

“Remember what I said,” he murmurs, his fingers brushing against the silk covering my ass. “Panties. All the time.”

“Yes, sir,” I reply with a teasing smile, enjoying the flash of heat in his eyes at my words.

He kisses me one last time, deep and thorough, as if trying to imprint himself on me. Then, he steps back, creating space between us that feels like physical pain.

“Go,” Reign growls. “Before I change my mind and keep you here all night.”


SEVENTEEN
REIGN


"Your turn to deal, Reign," Ben says, sliding the cards across the rough wooden table. "And make it interesting this time. These penny ante games are boring."

I gather the cards and start shuffling. "Says the man who's down forty dollars."

"Forty-three," Koda corrects in his gravelly voice. The old mountain man sits hunched over his cards, a beer bottle dwarfed by his massive hands. "Boy can't bluff worth a damn."

"I can bluff just fine," Ben protests, reaching for the bowl of pretzels. "You just read tells better than anyone."

"Everyone has tells," Marcus chimes in, settling back in his chair. "Watch a man's hands, not his face."

"Speak for yourself," Ben grins. "I've got the best poker face in Wyoming."

"That why you're losing?" I ask, dealing out the next hand.

I settle back in my chair, enjoying the familiar rhythm of cards hitting the table. Ben invited us up to his training camp for the night—thirty miles deeper into the mountains than my place, accessible only by a dirt road that would challenge most vehicles.

But that's exactly why he chose it for his fight preparation.

Complete isolation, no distractions, just him and his coach grinding out the work needed to become champion. Tonight's poker game was his idea, a chance to blow off steam before the final push toward the Thompson fight. What started as just the four of us—Ben, his coach Koda, Marcus, and me—has turned into exactly the kind of evening I needed. No business calls, no complications, just cards and bourbon and the easy conversation that comes when men who trust each other can speak freely.

Marcus is already three beers deep and telling war stories that get more elaborate with each telling. Ben matches him drink for drink, his pre-fight nerves finally starting to ease as the alcohol works its magic. Even Koda, normally stone-faced and serious, has cracked a few smiles at Marcus's increasingly ridiculous tales of our deployments.

I'm about to call Ben's bluff when headlights sweep across the cabin's front windows.

All four of us freeze, the easy atmosphere evaporating instantly. Ben's place is more remote than mine, and unexpected visitors at this hour mean trouble.

"You expecting someone?" I ask, my hand automatically moving toward the Glock under my jacket.

Ben shakes his head, but there's something in his expression that makes my blood run cold. A flash of guilt, quickly suppressed.

"Actually," he says slowly, "I might have mentioned to Gio that we were having a game tonight."

The silence that follows is deafening. Marcus sets down his beer with deliberate precision. Koda's weathered face hardens into stone. I feel every muscle in my body go rigid.

"You what?"

"I ran into him at the gym yesterday. He seemed interested when I mentioned poker night." Ben's voice carries a defensive edge now. "Guy's my sponsor, and he's been good to me. Figured it wouldn't hurt to invite him."

The headlights outside cut through the darkness, followed by the sound of car doors slamming. Multiple doors. Vega didn't come alone.

"How many people did you invite?" Koda asks, his hand drifting toward the hunting knife always sheathed at his belt.

"Just Gio. But he might have brought security." Ben stands, moving toward the window to peer outside. "Yeah, he's got two guys with him."

Marcus and I exchange a look across the table. Three men, isolated location, no easy exit routes. If this goes sideways, we're at a serious tactical disadvantage.

"Ben," I say carefully, "next time you want to invite guests, maybe give us a heads-up."

The doorbell rings with a harsh electronic sound that seems to echo through the cabin's modest interior. Ben moves toward the door, but I catch his arm.

"Let me handle this."

I open the door to find Gio Vega standing on Ben's front porch, looking remarkably composed for someone who just drove thirty miles up a mountain road in the dark. His left arm is still in a sling from the car accident, but he's dressed like he's attending a business dinner—expensive jeans, cashmere sweater, leather jacket.

Behind him stand two men in dark suits, their eyes constantly scanning the perimeter. Professional security.

"Reign," Vega says with a smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "What a pleasant surprise. Ben didn't mention you'd be here."

"Family game," I reply, not moving from the doorway. "Just the usual suspects."

"Of course." His gaze moves past me, taking in what he can see of Ben's cabin interior. "I hope you don't mind the intrusion. Ben was kind enough to invite me, and I thought it might be nice to spend an evening away from business."

The words sound reasonable, but nothing about this situation feels right. Vega doesn't do anything without a reason, and showing up here with armed security isn't a social call.

"Come in," I say, stepping aside with practiced hospitality. "Ben's been looking forward to having you."

Vega moves past me with the careful precision of someone managing healing injuries, but there's nothing weak about his presence. If anything, surviving the bombing seems to have sharpened his edges.

His security detail remains outside, which tells me this isn't meant to be a hostile encounter. At least, not yet. But their presence is a message—Vega wants us to know he came prepared for trouble.

"Gio!" Ben's voice carries genuine enthusiasm as we enter the main room. "Glad you could make it, man."

The cabin's interior is exactly what you'd expect from a mountain training retreat—rough wooden walls, stone fireplace, furniture built for function over form. A poker table dominates the center of the room, surrounded by mismatched chairs that have seen better days.

"Ben, thank you for the invitation." Vega's smile becomes warm and genuine, the kind of expression that probably fools most people. "Koda, good to see you again."

"Gio." The old mountain man's greeting is neutral, professional. They've worked together for months, but there's no warmth between them.

"I brought something to contribute to the evening." Vega produces a bottle of twenty-five-year-old scotch, setting it on the table with deliberate ceremony.

"That's generous," Ben says, accepting the gesture. "You didn't need to bring anything."

"Nonsense. A guest should always contribute." Vega's eyes find Marcus, who's remained seated at the poker table, beer in hand. "Marcus, good to see you again."

Marcus nods politely but doesn't stand. "Gio."

"How are you feeling?" Ben asks, gesturing toward Vega's sling. "That accident looked brutal on the news."

"Much better, thank you." Vega accepts the beer Ben offers, though I notice he only takes a small sip. Staying alert. "These things happen in my line of work. The important thing is moving forward."

The casual reference to his business sends a chill through the room. Everyone here knows what Vega really does for a living, but hearing him acknowledge it so openly feels like a threat.

"Well, you're here now," Ben says, either missing the undercurrents or choosing to ignore them. "Ready to lose some money at cards?"

"I never lose," Vega replies with a smile that's all teeth. "But I'm always ready to play."

The words hang in the air like a challenge. Not just about poker, but about everything else simmering beneath the surface of this encounter.

I move toward the poker table, hyperaware of Vega's presence behind me, of how his eyes catalog every detail of Ben's home. The security setup, the sight lines from the windows, the isolated location. Information he could use, weaknesses he might exploit.

"Five-card stud," I announce, settling into my usual chair. "Nothing wild."

Vega takes the seat directly across from me, his good hand arranging chips with practiced ease. "Perfect. I prefer games where skill matters more than luck."

Marcus deals the cards, his movements economical and precise. The familiar ritual of poker provides a framework for what's really happening here—a careful dance of power and information, where every word carries multiple meanings.

“So, Gio," Marcus says, tossing in his ante, "you nervous about the Thompson fight? Big payday riding on this one."

"Confident," Vega replies, studying his cards. "Ben's ready for this level of competition. Thompson is tough, but he's never faced anyone with Ben's combination of power and intelligence."

"Damn right," Ben agrees. "Thompson is about to learn why they pay me the big money."

The easy banter continues, but I can feel the real conversation happening beneath the surface. Vega's questions are too casual, his interest in our group dynamics too intense. He's gathering intelligence, building a profile of everyone at this table.

"Interesting place," Vega observes, his gaze sweeping Ben's modest cabin. "Very authentic mountain living."

"Keeps me focused," Ben explains. "No distractions, just training and preparation."

"And poker nights with family," Vega adds, his eyes finding mine across the table. "That's important. Having people you can trust."

"Trust is everything," I agree, raising the bet. "Especially in dangerous times."

"Exactly." Vega matches my raise without hesitation. "Recent events have reminded me how quickly situations can change. How important it is to know where people's loyalties lie."

Marcus clears his throat, tossing in his cards. "I'm out this hand. Anyone need another beer?"

The interruption breaks the tension momentarily, but it rebuilds immediately as Vega leans back in his chair, studying me with open curiosity.

"You know, Reign, I've been thinking about our conversation the other night. About protection and security arrangements." His good hand gestures vaguely toward his sling. "Recent events have made me more aware of vulnerabilities."

The offer is clearly a test, a way to draw me into his orbit, to create professional obligations that would complicate whatever he suspects.

"I'm selective about my clients," I reply, calling his bet. "Have to be sure our values align."

"Values?" Ben looks confused. "It's security work."

Vega chuckles, but his eyes never leave mine. "Your brother understands that effective protection requires more than technical expertise. It requires understanding what truly motivates people."

"And what motivates you?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

"Protecting what's mine." His answer is immediate, definitive. "Making sure certain boundaries are respected."

The words hang between us like a gauntlet thrown down. We're not talking about security contracts anymore. This is about territories and claims and lines that have already been crossed.

"Boundaries are important," I agree, my voice carefully controlled. "Clear communication prevents problems."

"Exactly." Vega discards two cards, then arranges his replacement cards with deliberate precision. When the betting comes around to him, he pushes a significant stack of chips forward. "I'll raise."

I study my hand—five hearts in sequence, nine through king. A straight flush, one of the strongest hands possible in poker. The odds of getting dealt this combination are astronomical, but here it sits in my palm like destiny.

"Call," I say, matching his bet and adding more chips to the pot.

Ben and Marcus fold quickly, sensing the real battle is between Vega and me. Koda watches silently, his weathered face revealing nothing.

"Let's see what you've got," Vega says, setting down his cards with obvious satisfaction. Three kings and two eights. A full house. In most games, it would be a winning hand.

I lay down my cards one by one, revealing the straight flush. Five hearts in perfect sequence, an unbeatable combination that makes Vega's strong hand look ordinary by comparison.

"Lucky draw," Vega observes, his tone neutral but his eyes sharp.

"Skill and patience," I correct, gathering the chips toward me. "Know when to hold, know when to fold."

Ben whoops, but the celebration feels forced. Even he's starting to pick up on the undercurrents now.

Vega and I remain locked in our staring contest across the table, both understanding that this game—the real game—is just beginning. He came here for a reason, and it wasn't to play cards with Ben's training camp.

He came to send a message. And now it's my turn to figure out exactly what that message is.

The rest of the evening plays out like a chess match disguised as a poker game. Vega wins some hands, loses others, but never stops watching. Every question sounds casual, every comment seems innocent, but I can feel him cataloging information with each exchange. He asks about Ben's training schedule, about the cabin's security setup, about how often we all get together like this. By the time he finally leaves around midnight, I feel like I've been interrogated by a professional.

Ben walks him to the door, thanking him for coming and for the expensive scotch. Vega's security detail materializes from the darkness, escorting him to his SUV with practiced efficiency. The rest of us watch from the windows until his taillights disappear down the mountain road.

"Well, that was interesting," Ben says, returning to the poker table where we're gathering up the chips.

"One way to put it," Koda mutters, his weathered face grim.

Marcus and I exchange another look. Neither of us speaks, but the message is clear—this conversation needs to happen privately.

"We should head out," I tell Ben, grabbing my jacket from the chair. "Early day tomorrow."

"Yeah, me too. Got training at six." Ben claps me on the shoulder. "Thanks for coming up, man. This was good."

It was good, until Vega showed up and turned it into something else entirely. But I just nod and follow Marcus toward the door.

The mountain air is crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine and that particular stillness that comes with high altitude. Marcus and I walk to our trucks in silence, gravel crunching under our boots. Only when we're sure we're out of earshot does he speak.

“So, what's the plan?" Marcus asks, leaning against his truck's tailgate.

"Plan for what?"

"Don't play dumb. Vega didn't drive thirty miles up a mountain road to play cards." Marcus crosses his arms, studying my face in the darkness. "Guy was fishing all night. Question is, what's he fishing for?"

I consider my words carefully. Marcus has been my partner long enough to know when I'm holding something back, but there are limits to what I can share without putting him at risk.

"He's suspicious about something. Don't know what exactly, but he's definitely poking around."

"Suspicious enough to show up here with armed security." Marcus's tone is matter-of-fact. "That's not casual interest."

"No, it's not."

“So, what are you going to do about it?"

The question hangs in the cold mountain air between us. Marcus isn't asking because he's worried—he's asking because he wants to know how to prepare. That's the difference between him and most people. He doesn't waste time on fear or moral lectures. He just wants to know what's coming so he can be ready for it.

"I'm going to have to make a decision about Vega sooner rather than later," I say finally.

Marcus nods. "Need backup when you do?"

"I'll let you know."

"Fair enough." He pushes off from the truck. "Just remember, the longer you wait, the more time he has to figure out whatever he's trying to figure out."

"I know."

Marcus climbs into his truck without another word. He understands the situation well enough to know that some conversations can't happen, even between partners. Some decisions have to be made alone.

I watch his taillights disappear down the mountain road before starting my own truck. The drive back to my place gives me time to think, to process what happened tonight and what it means for everything I've been planning. By the time I pull into my driveway, I've reached the same conclusion Marcus hinted at. The timeline just got accelerated.

I'm pouring myself a bourbon when my phone buzzes with an email notification. The sender's name makes me pause, then grin. I scan the message quickly, my smile widening with each line. This changes everything—in the best possible way.

I check the time—past midnight, but Audrey might still be awake. Especially if she's been worrying about tonight, about Vega showing up at Ben's place.

She answers on the second ring, her voice soft and concerned. "Reign? Is everything okay?"

"Everything's fine, Princess." I settle into my leather chair, bourbon in hand. "Just wanted to hear your voice."

"How was the poker game?"

The question brings back the memory of Vega's calculating stare across the table. "Interesting. Vega showed up."

There's a sharp intake of breath on her end. "What? Why would he do that?"

"Ben invited him. He didn't know any better." I take a sip of bourbon, letting the burn settle my nerves. The alcohol doesn't erase the image of Vega cataloging details about Ben's cabin, but it helps. "But it confirmed what we already suspected. He's getting suspicious."

“Oh, God. Reign, what if he figures it out? What if he knows about us?"

The fear in her voice makes something protective surge in my chest. I set down my glass and lean forward, as if she could see the intensity in my expression through the phone.

"Hey. Look at me—I mean, listen to me. He doesn't know anything concrete. He's fishing, but that doesn't mean he's caught anything."

"But if he's suspicious enough to show up at your brother's poker game..."

"Then we'll deal with it when the time comes." I keep my voice steady and reassuring, the same tone I use to calm spooked clients. "But tonight, I want to talk about something else. Something good."

"What?"

I think about the email sitting on my phone, about the opportunity it represents. "Can you get away this weekend? Maybe Friday night through Sunday?"

The question seems to surprise her. There's a pause, and I can almost hear her mind working through the logistics. "This weekend? I... Maybe. Why?"

"It's a surprise."

"Reign, I don't know if this is the best time for surprises. If Gio is watching me more closely..."

Her voice carries that familiar note of anxiety, the sound of someone who's been looking over her shoulder for too long. I hate that Vega has made her afraid, hate that she has to calculate the risk of every decision.

"Trust me," I interrupt. "I'll figure something out. Can you do it?"

She's quiet for a long moment, and I can almost hear her weighing the risks against her desire to say yes. The silence stretches between us, filled with everything we can't say over an unsecured phone line.

Finally, she speaks. "Okay. Yes. I'll find a way."

"Good girl. I'll call you tomorrow with details."

"Reign?"

"Yeah?"

"Whatever this surprise is, it better be worth the risk."

I grin, thinking about the email and what it's going to mean to her. "Princess, trust me. It's going to be worth everything."


EIGHTEEN
AUDREY


“Are we there yet?” I adjust the silky blindfold Reign insisted I wear after we left his cabin this morning. “You know I hate surprises.”

Reign’s low chuckle vibrates through the interior of his truck. “Patience, Princess. We’re almost there.”

“You said that twenty minutes ago. And ten minutes before that.”

He gives my thigh a gentle squeeze. “This time I mean it. Five more minutes.”

I huff dramatically. “Can I at least have a hint?”

“No hints, baby. Just trust me.”

The car slows, turning onto what feels like a smoother road. My curiosity intensifies as we make several more turns before finally coming to a stop.

I hear his door open and close, then footsteps circling around to my side. The passenger door opens, and Reign’s hands are warm and sure as they help me out of the vehicle.

“Careful,” he murmurs, guiding me forward. “Three steps up.”

I navigate the steps carefully, thankful for his solid presence behind me. The air smells different here. It’s cleaner somehow, with a hint of aviation fuel.

“Reign, where are we?” My voice drops to a whisper as I hear voices in the distance, the sound of engines.

His fingers work at the knot of my blindfold. “See for yourself.”

The silk falls away, and I blink against the sudden brightness. We’re standing at the entrance to a private jet terminal, sleek aircraft visible through floor-to-ceiling windows.

I turn to him, confusion written across my face. “I don’t understand.”

Reign’s expression is uncharacteristically nervous. “Remember that art competition you mentioned? The one in San Diego?”

My heart skips a beat. “What about it?”

“You won.”

My mind spins, trying to process what he’s telling me. “But I never submitted anything. I threw away the application.”

“I found it in your studio trash.” He takes my hand in his. “I filled out a new one. Had the painting shipped before the deadline.”

“You did all that? Without telling me?”

“I had to.” His hand finds mine, thumb rubbing circles against my palm. “You’re too talented to hide, Audrey. The world deserves to see what you create.”

Tears prick at the corners of my eyes.

“I really won?” The reality of what he’s saying finally sinks in. “First place?”

A smile breaks across Reign’s face, genuine and proud.

“First place. The judges were unanimous. You beat over three hundred other artists. The awards ceremony is in San Diego tomorrow night. I RSVP’d for the both of us.”

I press my hand to my mouth, tears flowing freely now. “Oh my gosh, Reign. I—I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll get on the plane.” His hand cups my cheek. “Say you’ll let yourself have this.”

I look from him to the waiting jet and back again.

“Yes,” I whisper, then more firmly, “Yes.”

A uniformed attendant appears at the foot of the jet’s stairs. “Mr. Mitchell? We’re ready for boarding whenever you are.”

Reign nods acknowledgment, then turns back to me. “Ready to go to San Diego, Princess?”

“With you? Anywhere.”

The interior of the jet steals my breath. Buttery leather seats larger than first-class. Polished wood tables. Plush carpet underfoot. Everything speaks of luxury and exclusivity. The attendant appears with two flutes of champagne on a silver tray. “Please make yourselves comfortable. We’ll be taking off in approximately fifteen minutes.”

I accept the champagne, the cool glass grounding me in this surreal moment. “You’ve thought of everything.”

“That’s my job.” Reign takes his own glass, his eyes never leaving mine. “Risk assessment. Contingency planning.”

“Is that what I am? A risk to be managed?” I tease, taking a sip of champagne that bubbles across my tongue.

His expression darkens, intensity replacing amusement. “You’re the only risk I’ve ever been willing to take without a backup plan.”

The door seals with a pressurized hiss, cocooning us in our private sanctuary. The attendant discreetly moves to the front cabin, leaving us alone in the main cabin. Reign settles into the seat across from mine, his large frame making even the spacious jet feel somehow smaller.

As we taxi toward the runway, I let myself absorb the reality of what’s happening. In less than three hours, I’ll be in San Diego to accept my first ever art award. And Reign will be by my side. The jet accelerates down the runway, pressing me back into my seat. Reign’s eyes hold mine as we lift off and the ground falls away beneath us.

I giggle. “I can’t believe we’re going back to San Diego.”

“San Diego,” he says, his voice a low rumble that I feel more than hear. “Where it all began.”

“Where you ruined me for anyone else, you mean.”

Reign chuckles at my words. “I didn’t ruin you, Princess. I showed you who you really are.”

The truth of his statement settles in my chest. Before Reign, I was sleepwalking through my own life—going through the motions, playing the role assigned to me, never questioning the script. He didn’t change me; he awakened me.

“To San Diego,” I raise my glass in a toast. “And to being who we really are.”

“To San Diego.” He touches his glass to mine, the crystal singing between us. “And to thirty thousand feet of privacy.”

Heat floods my cheeks at the implication in his tone. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

His smile turns predatory. “Depends on what you’re thinking.”

I set my champagne down. “I’m thinking that I’ve never joined the mile-high club.”

The seatbelt sign dings off, and Reign is out of his seat in an instant. He growls. “That can be arranged.”
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“Oh my gosh, this is heaven.” Violet sinks deeper into her pedicure chair, her eyes closed in bliss as the technician works on her feet. “Remind me to thank your mountain man. I haven’t been pampered like this in months.”

I smile, watching my friend surrender to luxury.

“Seriously, Audrey,” Iris adds from my other side, wiggling her toes as they’re painted a vibrant teal. “Reign is officially my favorite of all your boyfriends.”

I laugh, though the sound catches in my throat as I consider my current circumstances.

Here I am, in a luxury spa with my two best friends, being treated to massages, facials, and pedicures. All compliments of Reign. Meanwhile, back in Cooper Heights, my fiancé is recovering in my family’s guest wing, and Lucille is accelerating wedding plans that I have no intention of following through on.

“It’s not like I have a long list of serious relationships to compare him to,” I say, watching as the technician applies a soft blush polish to my toes. “And technically, Reign isn’t my boyfriend.”

Iris snorts. “Please. The man flew you to San Diego on a private jet, booked you into the presidential suite of the fanciest hotel in the city, arranged this entire spa day, and is taking you to an award ceremony tonight where your art is being recognized. If that’s not boyfriend behavior, I don’t know what is.”

“It’s more than boyfriend behavior.” Violet opens one eye to look at me. “It’s husband behavior.”

Husband. The word echoes in my mind, conjuring images so different from what I’ve pictured with Gio. Not sterile corporate events and strategic appearances, but mornings in Reign’s cabin, sunlight streaming through windows as I paint, his arms around me in the kitchen, his voice rough with sleep. A life where I’m seen, not showcased.

“Earth to Audrey.” Iris waves her hand in front of my face. “Your expression just went all dreamy.”

I blink, returning to the present. “Sorry, I was just thinking...”

“About Reign as husband material?” Violet’s smile is knowing. “Because that look on your face says it all.”

Heat floods my cheeks. “Actually, I’m thinking that I still can’t believe he entered me in that competition,” I say, desperate to change the subject. “I overthought it until the deadline almost passed.”

“That’s exactly why he did it,” Violet says wisely. “He sees you, girlie. The real you. The artist who’s been hiding for years.”

“And he believes in your talent,” Iris adds, her usual brash tone softening. “Which, for the record, we’ve been telling you about forever. You were always meant to create, not just exist as some corporate trophy wife.”

I blink back unexpected tears. “I know. It’s just complicated.”

“Only because you’re making it complicated,” Iris says. “The solution seems pretty simple to me. Dump Gio. Be with Mountain Man. Paint beautiful things. Live happily ever after.”

If only it were that simple. I think about the Worthington legacy, about my father’s company now intertwined with Vega Promotions, about Lucille’s carefully constructed plans. Walking away from all that means more than just changing my relationship status.

“My family—” I begin.

“Your family has been controlling your life for twenty-three years,” Violet interrupts gently. “At some point, you have to decide if you’re living for them or for yourself.”

The technician finishes my pedicure and moves away, giving us a moment of relative privacy. I lean closer to my friends, lowering my voice.

“Reign has some master plan,” I whisper, glancing around to make sure no one is listening. “He says he’s going to get me out of this mess.”

Violet and Iris exchange a look I can’t quite interpret.

“What?” I ask, suddenly paranoid. “What was that look?”

“Nothing,” Violet says too quickly, focusing intently on her freshly painted toes. “I’m sure Reign knows what he’s doing.”

“That wasn’t nothing,” I press, looking between them. “You two know something I don’t.”

Iris shrugs, avoiding my eyes. “We just think it’s interesting that he seems to have everything figured out.”

“What does that mean?” I lean closer, my voice barely audible over the spa’s ambient music.

Violet shoots Iris a glare before turning back to me.

“It means that you should trust the process. Reign clearly cares about you. He’ll figure it out. He’s got resources. Connections.”

“And biceps that could crush walnuts,” Iris adds with a smirk.

I’m about to demand more details when the spa attendant approaches with a tray of cucumber water. We fall silent, accepting the refreshments with practiced smiles. When she leaves, I try to return to the conversation, but Violet smoothly changes the subject.

“So, what are you wearing tonight? Please tell me it’s not one of those awful Chanel dresses.”

“Actually, Reign arranged for a stylist to meet us at the hotel,” I admit. “Three dresses to choose from, shoes, jewelry, everything.”

“Of course, he did,” Iris says, rolling her eyes affectionately. “The man doesn’t miss a detail.”

“It’s sweet,” Violet insists. “He wants this night to be perfect for you.”

“I just wish—” I start, but I’m interrupted by a commotion at the front desk.

My heart nearly stops when I see who’s standing there, towering over the receptionist. Reign, in dark jeans and a button-down that stretches across his broad shoulders, his presence instantly dominating the delicate spa atmosphere. Several women openly stare as he scans the room. His expression softens when he sees me. He walks toward our pedicure station with a confident stride that makes my stomach flip.

“Afternoon, ladies,” he says with a grin. “Enjoying yourselves?”

“Immensely,” Iris purrs, giving him an appreciative once-over. “You certainly know how to treat a girl’s friends right.”

Reign’s focus remains on me, his eyes taking in every detail of my face. “Everything okay, Princess?”

“Everything’s perfect,” I assure him. “I thought you had meetings this afternoon?”

“Finished early.” He glances at his watch. “Just wanted to check in before your appointments wrapped up.”

The receptionist approaches nervously.

“Mr. Mitchell, would you like to wait in our lounge? We can bring you a beverage while the ladies finish their treatments.”

“I’m good, thanks.” His eyes never leave mine. “Actually, there’s been a slight change of plans. The stylist called. She can only meet us an hour earlier than scheduled.”

“Oh,” I wiggle my freshly painted toes. “I think we’re almost done here anyway.”

Violet nudges me with her elbow. “Go. We’ll finish up and meet you back at the hotel.”

“You sure?”

“Positive,” Iris chimes in with a mischievous grin. “I want at least another twenty minutes of this foot massage.”

I carefully slip my feet into the spa sandals, standing to join Reign. His hand immediately finds the small of my back, that simple touch sending electricity through my entire body.

“Ladies,” he nods to my friends. “See you tonight.”

As we walk toward the exit, I feel the weight of every female gaze in the room. I can’t blame them. Reign commands attention without even trying, his powerful frame and intense focus making him impossible to ignore.

“Was that true? About the stylist?” I ask once we’re in the hallway.

His lips quirk up at the corner. “No.”

“Then why⁠—”

“Because I’ve been in meetings for four hours while you were being pampered, and I couldn’t wait another minute to see you.” His voice drops lower. “Is that a problem?”

My heart flutters like I’m sixteen instead of twenty-three. “Not at all.”

The elevator doors slide open, and we step inside alone. The moment they close, Reign has me pressed against the wall, his mouth claiming mine with hungry urgency. I melt into him, my hands sliding into his hair, pulling him closer.

“Missed you,” he murmurs against my lips.

I smile into the kiss. “It’s been three hours.”

“Too long.” His hand cradles my face. “You’re addictive, Princess.”

The elevator chimes, forcing us apart as the doors open to the hotel lobby. Reign keeps his hand at the small of my back as we cross through the elegant space, nodding to the concierge who practically bows in response.

“What were you and your friends really talking about?” he asks as we enter another elevator that will take us to our floor. “You looked serious when I walked in.”

I hesitate, unsure how much to reveal. “They were just giving me the usual best friend advice.”

“About?” His eyes are too perceptive, missing nothing.

“About you. Us. This situation.” I fidget with the edge of my spa robe. “They think I’m making things too complicated.”

“Are you?”

The question hangs between us as the elevator ascends. Am I? Is there a simpler solution that I’m too afraid to see?

“Maybe I am,” I admit as the elevator continues its silent ascent. “But it’s not just about me.”

Reign’s fingers lift my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

“Answer me one question. What do you want, Audrey? Not what Lucille wants. Not what’s expected of you. What do you want?”

His question strips away all my carefully constructed excuses. What do I want? I’ve spent so long considering everyone else’s needs and expectations that I’ve barely allowed myself to acknowledge my own desires.

“I want to be free,” I whisper, the truth of it settling deep in my bones. “I want to paint without hiding. I want to make my own choices.” I take a shaky breath. “I want you.”

Something fierce and possessive flashes in his eyes. “Then you’ll have it.”


NINETEEN
REIGN


Audrey sits between my legs in the oversized tub, her bare back pressed against my chest, her wet hair slicked back from her face. My arms encircle her waist, keeping her anchored against me as hot water and jasmine-scented bubbles surround us. She’s holding the small crystal trophy they presented her with hours ago, turning it over in her hands like she’s still not convinced it’s real.

“I still can’t believe I won,” she whispers. Steam rises around us, fogging the massive bathroom mirror and blurring the San Diego skyline visible through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

I press my lips to her temple. “Believe it, Princess. That award is exactly where it belongs.”

“But there were so many incredible artists there.” She leans her head back against my shoulder, still cradling the trophy. “People who’ve been studying and creating their whole lives.”

“And yet none of them captured what you did.” I take the trophy from her hands and place it carefully on the marble ledge beside the tub. “That’s why you won. Not because of technique or training, but because you painted something that made people feel.”

She turns slightly in my arms, water lapping gently around us as she shifts. “You really think so?”

“I know so.” I cup her face with one wet hand. “You should have seen the judges’ expressions when they were looking at your work. Like they’d found something they’d been searching for.”

Her smile, small and uncertain at first, blooms into something radiant. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Of course, you could have.” I trace her lower lip with my thumb. “You did every brushstroke. All I did was make sure the right people saw it.”

Her body relaxes against mine, the smooth curve of her ass pressing against my cock in a way that’s both innocent and maddening.

“Turn around,” I murmur against her ear. “Let me wash your hair.”

She complies without hesitation, shifting in the large tub until she’s facing me, her legs draped over mine, her breasts peeking through the mountain of bubbles between us. I reach for the bottle of hotel shampoo, pouring a generous amount into my palm.

She sighs as my fingers work through her hair, massaging her scalp with firm, rhythmic pressure. Her eyes close, dark lashes fanning against flushed cheeks, her lips parting slightly in pleasure.

“That feels amazing,” she murmurs.

“Good.” I work the shampoo into a rich lather, taking my time with each stroke of my fingers. “Just relax. Let me take care of you.”

“You’re always taking care of me.” Her eyes open, catching mine with unexpected intensity. “Who takes care of you, Reign?”

The question catches me off guard, breaking through the careful control I maintain even in our most intimate moments. I’ve spent my adult life being the caretaker, the protector, the solid foundation others rely on. No one asks who’s supporting me.

“You do,” I admit, the truth of it surprising even me. “Every time you look at me like I’m worth something. Every time you trust me enough to let your guard down. Every time you paint something that shows me the world through your eyes.”

A smile touches her lips, soft and knowing. “That’s a very pretty answer. But not what I meant.”

Her hand slides beneath the water, finding my cock which has been at half-mast since she first settled between my legs. Her fingers wrap around me, giving a slow, deliberate stroke that pulls a groan from deep in my chest.

“I meant,” she continues, her voice dropping to a sultry whisper, “who takes care of this?”

My body responds instantly to her touch, blood rushing south, hardening me fully in her grip.

“Careful, Princess. You’re playing with fire.”

“Maybe I want to burn.” Her thumb circles the sensitive head, spreading the moisture gathered there. “Maybe I need to.”

I capture her wrist beneath the water, stilling her movements. “Tonight is about you. Your achievement. Your pleasure.”

“And what if pleasuring you is what I want?” The challenge in her voice, in her eyes, sends heat coursing through me that has nothing to do with the bath water.

“Another time.” I release her wrist, smoothing my hands up her arms to her shoulders. “Lean back. Let me rinse your hair.”

She pouts but complies, tilting her head back as I cup water in my hands, carefully rinsing the suds from her hair. When I finish, I pull her toward me again, her back to my chest, her head resting against my shoulder.

“Do you know how proud I am of you?” I murmur against her ear, my hands sliding from her shoulders down to her waist. “How fucking amazing you were tonight?”

She makes a soft sound, half pleasure, half embarrassment. “I just showed up. The painting did all the work.”

“No.” My hands continue their slow journey, tracing the curve of her waist, the gentle flare of her hips. “You didn’t just show up. You claimed your space. When that collector tried to lowball you, you didn’t back down. You knew your worth.”

“I channeled my inner Reign,” she admits with a small laugh. “Asked myself what you would do.”

“What did you come up with?” My fingers trace idle patterns on her thighs, gradually working inward with each pass.

She shivers despite the warmth of the water. “That I shouldn’t apologize for my talent. That I should demand what I deserve.”

“And do you know what you deserve, Princess?” My lips brush the sensitive spot just beneath her ear as my hands finally, deliberately move to the apex of her thighs.

“Tell me,” she whispers, her legs falling open in invitation.

“Everything.” I cup her sex with one large hand, feeling the heat of her even through the bath water. “Pleasure. Recognition. Freedom.”

Each word is punctuated by a gentle press of my fingers, barely applying pressure, just letting her feel my presence. Her breath catches, her body arching slightly toward my touch.

“You’re a fucking queen,” I continue, my voice dropping lower as I finally allow one finger to trace her entrance. “And it’s time the world treated you that way.”

She whimpers as I slowly push that finger inside her, her inner walls gripping me with a heat that surpasses the bath water surrounding us. I add a second finger, stretching her gently as my thumb finds her clit.

“Reign,” she gasps, her head pressing back against my shoulder.

“That’s it, Princess.” I establish a slow, deliberate rhythm, curling my fingers to hit the spot that makes her thighs tremble. “Just feel. Don’t think. Don’t worry. Just feel what I’m giving you.”

Water sloshes gently around us as she moves against my hand, seeking more pressure, more friction. I keep the pace unhurried and deliberate, building her pleasure with the same care I’d take constructing a foundation. Brick by brick, each one precisely placed.

“You’re so fucking beautiful like this,” I murmur against her ear, my free hand coming up to cup one perfect breast, rolling the nipple between my fingers. “Opening for me. Taking what I give you. Such a good girl for me.”

The praise makes her clench around my fingers, her breathing becoming more erratic. I know her body now, can read the signs of her approaching climax like a book I’ve memorized cover to cover.

“Please,” she whispers, the word broken and desperate. “Harder.”

“No.” I nip at her earlobe, soothing the sting with my tongue immediately after. “Not harder. Deeper.”

I push a third finger inside her, stretching her further as my thumb continues its relentless circles against her clit. She cries out, the sound echoing off the marble walls of the bathroom.

“That’s it,” I encourage, my voice rough with my own arousal. “Take it all. Show me how much you want it.”

Her hands grip the edges of the tub, knuckles white as she leverages herself against my touch. I can feel her getting close, her inner walls fluttering around my fingers.

“You’re going to come for me,” I growl against her ear. “Going to come all over my fingers like a good girl. Going to let me feel how much you need this. Need me.”

“Yes,” she gasps, her head thrashing against my shoulder. “Yes, please, Reign, please⁠—”

“Now.” I press down firmly on her clit as I curl my fingers inside her, finding that spot that makes her see stars. “Come for me now, Princess.”

She shatters with a broken cry, her entire body tensing and then trembling as pleasure crashes through her. I feel it in the rhythmic pulsing around my fingers, in the arch of her spine, in the helpless sounds that escape her throat. I work her through it, gentling my touch as the aftershocks subside, but not stopping completely.

“That’s my girl,” I murmur, pressing soft kisses to her shoulder, her neck, any part of her I can reach from this position. “So perfect for me. So fucking beautiful when you come.”

She melts against me and giggles. “I don’t think I can move.”

“You don’t have to.” I shift, carefully maneuvering us both to standing in the large tub. Water cascades down our bodies as I lift her into my arms, one arm behind her back, the other beneath her knees. “I’ve got you.”

I step out of the tub, not bothering with towels yet, carrying her dripping wet into the bedroom. The massive king bed awaits, turned down by housekeeping while we were at the ceremony, soft lights creating a warm glow throughout the space.

She looks up at me, water droplets clinging to her eyelashes, her lips, the valley between her breasts. In this moment, she is more artwork than the painting that won her that trophy. She’s a living, breathing masterpiece that somehow, inexplicably, has chosen to be mine.

“What happens now?” she asks.

I lower her to the bed, her wet body immediately darkening the expensive sheets. Standing over her, I allow myself a moment to appreciate the view. Audrey Worthington, spread out before me like an offering, her eyes dark with desire and trust.

“Now,” I say, reaching for the buckle of my watch, the only thing I’m still wearing, “I show you what happens when you win.”

I stand over her, watching water droplets slide down the curves of her body, each one following a path I want to trace with my tongue. Desire coils tight in my gut.

“You’re dripping on the carpet,” she says, a smile playing at the corners of her lips as her eyes take in my naked body, lingering on my hard cock.

“You’re the only thing I care about getting wet right now,” I growl, lowering myself onto the bed beside her.

My hand slides up her thigh, feeling goosebumps rise beneath my touch. I capture her mouth with mine, the kiss immediately deep and demanding. No gentle exploration, no careful restraint. This kiss is pure ownership, my tongue claiming hers, my teeth grazing her lower lip hard enough to make her gasp.

She melts into it, her hands finding my shoulders, nails digging into the muscle there. I take her wrists, pinning them above her head with one hand as I break the kiss to look down at her.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” I ask, my voice rough with need. “How fucking perfect you are?”

I rake my eyes over Audrey’s wet body spread across the expensive hotel sheets. She’s watching me with those wide eyes that somehow manage to be innocent and hungry at the same time. The contrast drives me wild. Audrey Worthington, sophisticated heiress in public, but here, behind closed doors, she’s mine to shape, mine to pleasure, mine to push beyond the boundaries she’s lived within her entire life.

I lower myself onto the bed, hovering over her, bracing my weight on my forearms. Her soft curves press against the hard planes of my body, her skin still damp from the bath. I capture her mouth in a rough kiss, teeth grazing her bottom lip as I pull away.

“I want to try something different tonight,” I murmur.

She shivers beneath me, her hands sliding up my chest. “Different how?”

I push up, supporting my weight on one arm while my other hand traces the curve of her hip, her waist, the underside of her breast.

“I love how innocent you can be, Princess. Love watching you blush when I talk dirty to you.” I roll her nipple between my thumb and forefinger until it pebbles under my touch. “But I want more tonight.”

“More?” Her voice catches on the word as I pinch her nipple just hard enough to make her gasp.

“I want to show you how much I love every part of you.” Goosebumps bloom along her skin as I trail my fingers down her stomach. “Want to give you pleasure everywhere. Want to taste all of you.”

Her cheeks flush pink, understanding dawning in her eyes. “You mean...”

“I mean tonight, nothing is off limits.” I lower my head, breath hot against her ear. “No part of you is forbidden to my mouth. My tongue. My teeth.”

She squirms beneath me, equal parts aroused and self-conscious. “Reign, I’ve never...”

“I know, Princess.” I trail kisses along her jaw, down her throat. “That’s why I want to be the one to show you. Want to watch you discover how good it can feel. How much pleasure your body is capable of giving and receiving.”

Her pulse flutters beneath my lips as I suck gently at the hollow of her throat.

“I want you to give in to that dirty side of yourself,” I continue, my hand sliding between her thighs. “The side that belongs only to me.”

I dip one finger inside her, finding her still wet from her orgasm in the bath. “Say yes, Audrey. Let me have all of you.”

She threads her fingers through my hair, pulling me up to look at her. There’s vulnerability in her eyes, but also trust.

“Yes,” she whispers, the single word holding more power than any contract I’ve ever signed.

I growl my approval, claiming her mouth again in a kiss that’s all possession and promise. Then I shift, moving away from her, rearranging our positions on the bed.

“Come here,” I instruct, lying back against the pillows. “I want you on top of me.”

She moves to straddle me, but I stop her with a hand on her hip. “Not that way.” I guide her to turn around, facing away from me. “I want your sweet pussy over my mouth while you take my cock.”

Her entire body flushes at my crude words, but she follows my direction, positioning herself above me. The view is fucking magnificent. Her perfect ass hovering above my chest, her glistening sex just inches from my mouth, her thighs trembling slightly with anticipation or nervousness or both.

“Now, lower yourself down,” I murmur, my hands sliding up to grip her hips. “Let me taste you while you taste me.”

She hesitates for only a moment before leaning forward, her hands bracing on my thighs as she takes my cock in one small hand. The feeling of her breath against my sensitive skin makes my muscles tense, anticipation coiling tight in my gut.

I pull her hips down and bring her pussy to my mouth. The first broad stroke of my tongue makes her gasp, her body jerking slightly above me. I hold her steady, not letting her pull away, lapping at her with deliberate, measured strokes.

“Put my cock in your mouth, Princess,” I encourage between licks. “Show me how much you want this.”

She lowers her head, soft lips closing around the head of my cock, and I groan against her flesh. The dual sensation of her hot mouth enveloping me while my tongue explores her is almost overwhelming.

I grip her ass with both hands and spread her wider, exposing parts of her she’s probably never even seen herself.

“So fucking beautiful,” I murmur, before extending my tongue to lave against that tight, puckered hole.

She freezes for a moment, a muffled cry vibrating around my cock as I gently probe her with my tongue. Then she melts into it, her body relaxing as pleasure overrides her initial shock.

I alternate between her pussy and her ass, licking, sucking, tasting every inch of her, showing her with my mouth how much I worship every part of her body. Above me, she’s finding her rhythm, taking my cock deeper with each downward movement of her head.

There’s something primal, almost animalistic about this position. Both of us using our mouths to pleasure the other, face to sex, nothing hidden, nothing held back. It’s raw and crude and filthy, and I fucking love it. Love corrupting my princess like this, pushing her beyond the prim boundaries of her upbringing into the wild, uninhibited woman she’s capable of being.

“Take me deeper, baby,” I groan as she hollows her cheeks around me. “As deep as you can go. Show me how much you want my cock.”

She responds by relaxing her throat, taking me further than she ever has before. The sight of her ass bouncing slightly as she works me with her mouth, combined with the wet heat of her surrounding my tongue, brings me dangerously close to the edge.

I slide two fingers inside her pussy, curling them to find that spot that makes her thighs shake. When I feel it, that slightly rougher patch of flesh, I press firmly, matching the rhythm of my tongue against her ass.

She moans around my cock, the vibration nearly sending me over the edge. I feel her thighs beginning to tremble, know she’s getting close. My free hand comes down on her ass in a light slap, just enough to sting.

“Come on my tongue,” I command, the words muffled against her flesh. “Show me what a dirty girl you can be.”

Something about the command, the permission to be shameless, breaks the last of her restraint. She grinds down against my face, riding my tongue and fingers with abandoned need, even as she continues working my cock with desperate enthusiasm.

I feel her orgasm begin, her inner walls clenching around my fingers, her thighs shaking uncontrollably. The knowledge that I’ve pushed her to this edge, made her come from my tongue in her ass and my fingers in her pussy, while she sucks my cock like she’s starving for it.

It’s too much.

I explode in her mouth, hot pulses of release that she swallows greedily, not missing a drop. The intensity of it whites out my vision for a moment, pleasure so sharp it borders on pain ripping through me.

As our bodies gradually calm, she collapses on top of me, her face pressed against my thigh, both of us breathing hard. I gently guide her to turn around, pulling her against my chest, her head tucked under my chin.

For long moments, we lie in silence, heartbeats gradually slowing, skin cooling in the air-conditioned room. I stroke her hair, pressing occasional kisses to her forehead, overwhelmed by the trust she’s just shown me.

My whole life, I’ve avoided this. This raw, exposed feeling of needing someone. Of letting them matter. I’ve kept women at arm’s length, enjoyed their bodies but never their hearts. Made sure they understood the rules: physical pleasure, mutual satisfaction, and nothing more permanent than a night or two. No strings. No complications. No weakness.

Until Audrey.

She burrows deeper against my chest, her breath warm against my skin, and something inside me cracks open.

I pull her closer, burying my face in her hair. “I love you so much, Princess.”

She raises her head, eyes wide and vulnerable as they search mine. I don’t try to take the words back, don’t try to qualify them. They’re the purest truth I’ve ever spoken.

“I love you, too,” she whispers.

“Say it again,” I whisper, needing to hear it one more time, to make sure it wasn’t just post-orgasm euphoria talking.

Her smile is soft, almost shy as she traces my jawline with her fingertip. “I love you, Reign Mitchell.”

I capture her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm. “And I love you, Audrey Elizabeth Worthington. More than I thought possible.”

She settles back against my chest, her body warm and pliant against mine. We lie in comfortable silence, my fingers tracing lazy patterns along her spine, her breath steady against my skin.

“I’ve been thinking,” she says finally, her voice quiet but clear.

“About what?” I ask, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

She shifts slightly, propping herself up on one elbow to look at me. “About what you said at the cabin. About taking me away and starting over somewhere new.”

My body tenses slightly. “What about it?”

Her eyes search mine. “Did you mean it? Really mean it? That we could just...leave? Start fresh somewhere else?”

“Every word,” I say without hesitation. “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.”

She takes a deep breath, her next words coming out in a rush.

“I want that. After Ben’s fight, I’m going to tell Gio it’s over. I want you to take me away from all of this.”

I freeze, not sure I’ve heard her correctly. Despite all our planning, all our whispered promises, I never truly believed she’d make such a clean break. I expected negotiation, compromise, a gradual separation from her family and their expectations.

I sit up, pulling her with me, needing to see her face clearly.

“But what about Worthington Sports? Everything you’ve been worried about losing?”

“None of it matters without my freedom,” she says simply. “Without you. I’ve spent my whole life being what everyone else needed me to be. I want to be mine now. Yours.”

Something fierce and possessive roars to life inside me. My hands frame her face, thumbs brushing her cheekbones.

“Do you have any idea what you’re offering me?” I press my forehead against hers, overwhelmed by what she’s saying. “A future. A real one.”

“So, where should we go?” she asks, her fingers trailing along my jaw. “Where can we disappear to where Lucille and Gio won’t find us?”

“Montana,” I say, the word falling from my lips before I’ve fully formed the thought. “My dad’s place.”

Her eyes widen. “Your dad? I didn’t know you had family in Montana.”

“Had,” I correct gently. “He passed away three years ago. Left me the property. About two hundred acres outside a town called Whitefish. Mountains, forest, a lake. The house needs work, but it’s solid. Private.”

“You never mentioned it before,” she says, curiosity evident in her voice.

I run a hand through my hair, memories surfacing that I’ve kept buried for years. “We weren’t close. He left when I was ten. Military man, career first, family second. Or maybe third.”

Her hand finds mine, squeezing gently. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Ancient history now.” I lace our fingers together. “We reconnected a few years before he died. Not enough to fix everything, but enough for him to want me to have the land. Said it had been in our family for generations. Said it was a place where a man could breathe.”

I can picture it so clearly. Audrey there, painting the Montana sunset from the wide porch, her hair catching the light like fire. Her easel set up by the lake, capturing the mountains reflected in still water. Building something together that’s ours, not borrowed or inherited or acquired.

“It sounds perfect,” she whispers.

“After Ben’s fight,” I confirm, sealing the promise with a kiss to her palm. “Then you tell Vega it’s over, and we disappear. I’ll have everything ready.”

She nods, resolution hardening her expression. “One more week of pretending. I can do that.”

“And then no more pretending. Ever.” I pull her back against my chest, holding her close. “Just us.”


TWENTY
AUDREY


The emerald silk slides over my skin like water, the fabric catching the afternoon light streaming through my bedroom windows. I turn in front of the full-length mirror, adjusting the neckline, smoothing the skirt.

The stylist knew what she was doing when she picked this dress. The color makes my skin glow, and the cut flatters every curve. Perfect for tonight's investor reception. Perfect for Gio's fiancée.

Perfect for a woman who I won't be after tomorrow.

My reflection stares back at me, and I practice the smile I'll need to wear all evening. Polite. Interested. Grateful to be here. All the things a good Worthington daughter should be when she's standing beside the man who saved her family's business.

Tomorrow, I'll never have to wear that smile again.

The thought sends a thrill through me that I quickly push down. Not yet. I can't let myself feel the freedom yet, not when I still have to get through tonight. Not when Gio is downstairs waiting, probably checking his watch and wondering what's taking me so long.

I slide the heavy engagement ring onto my finger, feeling its familiar weight settle against my skin. Three carats of flawless diamond that might as well be a chain. One more night of wearing it. One more night of pretending it means something to me other than obligation and expectation.

The sound of footsteps in the hallway makes me straighten my shoulders. Showtime.

"Come in," I call, arranging my face into the pleasant expression that's become second nature.

Gio enters without knocking, which should annoy me but doesn't surprise me. Nothing about my space has ever been off-limits to him, not since the engagement. He's dressed in a perfectly tailored black suit that probably costs more than most people make in a month, his dark hair styled exactly right, not a single detail out of place. He looks like what he is—a man who owns everything he touches.

His eyes sweep over me in that way that makes my skin crawl, assessing, cataloguing, claiming. I force myself not to step back.

"You look perfect," he says, crossing to where I stand. "Absolutely perfect."

"Thank you." I keep my voice warm, friendly. The voice of a woman who's happy to see her fiancé. "You clean up pretty well yourself."

He reaches for my hands, lifting them to examine my appearance more closely. His fingers are cold against mine, and I have to concentrate on not pulling away.

"The dress is ideal for tonight. Sophisticated but not conservative. You'll make exactly the right impression on the investors." He releases one of my hands to touch the diamond necklace at my throat. "This complements the ring beautifully."

I nod, playing along. "I wanted everything to be perfect for tonight. I know how important this reception is."

"It is important." His hand settles on my waist, possessive and firm. "These investors have the potential to change everything for Worthington Sports. With their backing, we could expand nationwide within five years."

I let him guide me toward the bedroom door, matching his pace even though every instinct screams at me to run. Tomorrow. I just have to make it through tonight, and then tomorrow, Reign and I will disappear. No more pretending. No more performing.

"Tell me about the investors," I say as we walk down the hallway. It's easier to focus on logistics than on the weight of his hand on my back. "What should I know?"

"Scott Duncan runs a private equity firm out of San Francisco. Conservative, traditional values. He'll appreciate seeing a stable couple." We reach the top of the stairs, and Gio pauses. "Rachel Morrison is new money, tech industry. She responds well to confidence and innovation."

I nod along as he continues briefing me, memorizing names and details I'll never need to remember past tonight. The information slides through my mind like water, meaningless now that I know I won't be part of this world much longer.

"You're quiet today," Gio observes as we descend the staircase. "Everything alright?"

The question catches me off guard. I've been so focused on acting normal that I haven't considered whether normal for me includes being more talkative.

"Just thinking about tonight," I say, which isn't entirely a lie. "I want to make sure I say all the right things."

He stops at the bottom of the stairs, turning to face me fully. His hands frame my face, thumbs brushing across my cheekbones in what anyone watching would think is a tender gesture.

"You don't need to worry about that. Just be yourself." His smile doesn't quite reach his eyes. "The woman I fell in love with is perfect exactly as she is."

The words should be romantic. They should make me feel cherished, wanted. Instead, they make me want to laugh. He didn't fall in love with me. He fell in love with the idea of me—the Worthington name, the family connections, the way I look on his arm at events like tonight. He's never seen the real me, never wanted to.

But Reign has. Reign sees everything I am and wants it all.

"That's sweet of you to say," I manage, letting him see what he expects—gratitude, affection, the soft pleasure of a woman hearing exactly what she needs to hear.

He leans down and presses his lips to mine, a claiming more than a kiss. I don't pull away, don't resist, but I don't respond either. I simply endure it, counting the seconds until he releases me.

"Ready?" he asks against my mouth.

"Ready."

The drive to the reception venue passes in comfortable silence, at least on the surface. Gio reviews his notes on his phone while I watch the Cooper Heights scenery roll past the tinted windows. The familiar streets, the manicured lawns, the perfect houses hiding imperfect lives. Tomorrow, I'll see all of this in my rearview mirror for the last time.

"Remember," Gio says as we pull up to the Worthington Arena, "tonight is about building relationships. Let them see how happy we are together, how solid our partnership is."

Partnership. Not love, not romance. Partnership. At least he's honest about what this is.

"Of course," I say. "We're a team."

His smile this time is genuine, pleased. "Exactly."

The Worthington Arena's event center is already buzzing with activity when we arrive. The reception space has been transformed into something elegant and modern, all clean lines and strategic lighting. Servers move through the crowd carrying trays of champagne and canapés, and I can hear the gentle hum of conversation and laughter that indicates a successful social gathering.

Gio's hand finds the small of my back as we enter, steering me toward a cluster of well-dressed people near the bar. I recognize a few faces from previous arena events, but most are new. The investors, I assume.

"Giovanni!" A man with silver hair and an expensive suit breaks away from his conversation to approach us. "Good to see you."

"Edward, thank you for coming." Gio shakes the man's hand firmly. "I'd like you to meet my fiancée, Audrey Worthington. Audrey, this is Edward Chen."

I extend my hand with a warm smile. "Mr. Chen, it's a pleasure to meet you."

"The pleasure is mine, Miss Worthington." His handshake is firm, his eyes assessing but kind. "I've heard wonderful things about your family's involvement in the community."

"Thank you. We believe in supporting the businesses and people that make Cooper Heights special." The words flow easily, years of social training taking over. "The arena is exactly the kind of innovative venue our community needs."

Edward nods approvingly, and I can see Gio's satisfaction in my peripheral vision. This is what he needs from me—the perfect complement to his business ambitions, the society wife who says all the right things to all the right people.

For the next hour, I play the role flawlessly. I smile at the right moments, ask thoughtful questions, laugh at jokes that aren't particularly funny. I let Gio guide me from group to group, his hand never leaving my back, his introductions always emphasizing our relationship, our partnership, our shared vision for the future.

I'm in the middle of a conversation with Rachel Morrison about the tech industry's impact on traditional businesses when I see a familiar face approaching from across the room.

Tiffany Breslin. Former Cooper Heights majorette captain, current real estate agent, and one of the most persistent women I've ever met when it comes to staying in touch with old teammates.

My stomach drops.

"Audrey!" Tiffany calls out, her voice carrying across the space between us. "Oh my God, I thought that was you!"

I excuse myself from the conversation with Rachel, hoping my smile doesn't look as forced as it feels. "Tiffany, hi. What a surprise to see you here."

"I'm working with one of the investors on some property deals," she says, gesturing vaguely toward the crowd. "But never mind that—I can't believe I'm running into you! I've been meaning to call."

Gio appears at my side, his businessman's smile firmly in place. "Gio Vega," he says, extending his hand to Tiffany. "Audrey's fiancé."

"Tiffany Breslin. Audrey and I were majorettes together back in high school." She shakes his hand enthusiastically before turning back to me. "Speaking of which, I can't believe you missed the reunion weekend! We were all so disappointed."

My blood turns to ice. The reunion weekend. The majorette reunion I supposedly went to but actually spent with Reign at his cabin, learning what it felt like to be truly alive for the first time in my life.

"The reunion weekend?" I repeat, buying myself time to think.

"At Fit Mountain Resort, remember? You signed up and everything, and then you just never showed." Tiffany's expression is genuinely confused, maybe a little hurt. "We kept looking for you on Saturday, and when you didn't come to the dinner or the lake activities on Sunday, Sarah tried calling you."

The walls feel like they're closing in. I can feel Gio's attention sharpening beside me, his businesslike demeanor shifting into something more focused, more dangerous.

"Oh, that weekend," I say, forcing a laugh that sounds hollow even to my own ears. "I'm so sorry, Tiffany. I had a family emergency come up at the last minute. My grandmother in Florida wasn't feeling well, and Lucille insisted I fly down to check on her."

"Your grandmother?" Tiffany's frown deepens. "But I thought your grandmother passed away years ago. Didn't you miss homecoming senior year for her funeral?"

Heat floods my face. She's right. My paternal grandmother died when I was seventeen, and everyone at school knew because I'd missed the homecoming dance.

"My other grandmother," I say quickly. "My step-grandmother, actually. Lucille's mother. She lives in a retirement community in Sarasota, and she had a fall."

The lie tastes bitter in my mouth, but it's all I can think of. Tiffany's expression clears slightly, though she still looks puzzled.

"Oh, I see. Well, I hope she's okay now."

"She's much better, thank you. The doctors said it was just a minor fracture, but you know how Lucille worries." I'm talking too fast, overexplaining, but I can't seem to stop. "I felt terrible about missing the reunion, especially after signing up. I kept meaning to call and explain, but things have been so busy with the wedding planning and everything."

"Of course, I totally understand." Tiffany's smile returns, warm and genuine. "Family comes first. We missed you, though. Jennifer brought those photos from junior year when we won state championships, and we all got so nostalgic talking about the old routines."

"That sounds wonderful. I'm sorry I missed it."

"Well, maybe next time. We're already talking about doing another get-together next summer." She glances at her watch. "I should probably get back to my client, but it was so good to see you! And congratulations on the engagement!"

"Thank you," I manage.

She gives me a quick hug and hurries away, leaving me standing beside Gio. I can feel his eyes on me, studying my face, reading the tension in my shoulders.

"Interesting," he says quietly.

"What's interesting?" I try to keep my voice light, casual.

"Your story about your step-grandmother in Sarasota." His hand settles on my elbow, firm enough to guide me toward a quieter corner of the room. "Lucille's mother lives in Phoenix, not Florida. And she's been dead for three years."

The bottom falls out of my world. Of course, he knows. Of course, he's memorized every detail about my family, my history, my life. How could I have been so stupid?

"I misspoke," I say weakly. "I meant Phoenix, not Sarasota. And it wasn't Lucille's mother, it was⁠—"

"Stop." His voice is soft, but there's steel underneath it. "Just stop talking."

We've reached a corner near the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the city. The view is spectacular, but all I can focus on is the way Gio's grip on my elbow has tightened, the way his body has shifted to block me from the rest of the room.

"Where were you that weekend, Audrey?"

"I told you, there was a family emergency⁠—"

"There was no family emergency." His voice is still quiet, controlled, but I can hear the edge creeping in. “So, I'll ask you again. Where were you?"

My mind races, searching for another lie, another explanation that might satisfy him. But I can see in his eyes that he already knows I'm lying. Maybe he doesn't know the specifics, but he knows.

And suddenly, I'm tired of lying. Tired of performing. Tired of pretending to be someone I'm not for a man who doesn't deserve the truth anyway.

"I can explain," I start.

"I'm sure you can. But not here." His fingers dig into my arm just hard enough to make his point clear. "We'll discuss this later, after we get through the rest of this reception."

He turns slightly, scanning the room with the practiced eye of someone used to managing situations. "Right now, we have investors to impress and a fight to get to. Ben's title bout starts in two hours, and we need to make our appearance."

"Gio, please⁠—"

"We'll talk about your mysterious weekend later, Audrey. Right now, you're going to smile and play the role of the perfect fiancée for two more hours. Can you manage that?"

The threat in his voice is unmistakable, even wrapped in polite words. I nod, not trusting my voice.

"Good." He releases my arm and steps back, his businessman's smile sliding back into place as if nothing happened. "Let's go say goodbye to our guests. We have a fight to attend."

As he guides me back toward the crowd, his hand firm on my back, I catch my reflection in the dark window. I look pale, shaken, like a woman who's just realized she's trapped in a cage that's smaller than she thought.

But the reflection doesn't tell the whole story. Beneath the fear, beneath the panic at being caught in my lie, there's something else. Something that's been growing stronger every day since I met Reign. It's the part of me that refused to break under Gio's interrogation. The part that chose silence over more lies. The part that's learning to fight back.

Tomorrow, that part of me will be free. Tomorrow, Reign and I leave for Montana. Tomorrow, this life ends, and my real life begins.

I just have to survive tonight. But as I plaster on my society smile and let Gio parade me around the room like a prize he's won, I realize something has fundamentally shifted. This isn't just about escaping anymore. This isn't just about running away to be with the man I love.

This is about reclaiming myself. About refusing to be owned, managed, or controlled any longer. About choosing my own path regardless of the consequences.

Gio thinks he has me trapped. He thinks his suspicions and his threats are enough to keep me in line. He doesn't know that every moment I spend performing for him now is just another nail in the coffin of his control over me.

He doesn't know that I'm already gone. The woman standing beside him, smiling at his investors and wearing his ring, is just a ghost. The real Audrey is somewhere else entirely, counting down the hours until she can stop pretending and start living.

Tomorrow can't come soon enough.


TWENTY-ONE
REIGN


The crowd roars as Ben lands another solid hit, sending his opponent Thompson stumbling backward.

Blood sprays from his opponent's nose, spattering across the canvas. Ben doesn't hesitate, following with a vicious uppercut that sends Thompson reeling against the ropes. The arena erupts.

"Your brother's fucking killing it," Marcus says, leaning toward me to be heard over the crowd. "That new combination is brutal."

"He's been working on it," I reply, forcing my attention back to the fight. "Spent three weeks training with that coach from Cuba."

But even as I speak, my eyes drift upward to the private box suspended above the ring like a glass cage. Something’s wrong with Audrey. I can see it from here—the way she sits too straight, too still, like she’s holding herself together by pure force of will. Her hands are clasped so tightly in her lap that her knuckles are white.

She hasn’t looked my way once tonight. Not once. That’s not like her.

"Worth every penny from the looks of it." Marcus gestures toward the ring where Ben has Thompson backed into the corner, landing body shots. "Thompson hasn't landed a solid hit in the last two rounds."

I nod absently, pulling out my phone to check for messages. The last text I sent her this afternoon—asking if she was ready for tonight—sits unanswered. She always responds. Always. Even if it’s just a quick confirmation that she got my message.

“Vega’s getting his money’s worth.” I take a swig of beer, the taste flat and unsatisfying. “The arena’s stock will jump after this.”

My attention should be on my brother. Ben’s having the fight of his life down there, systematically dismantling one of the division’s top contenders. This is his moment, his shot at everything he’s been working toward. But I can’t stop watching that glass box, can’t shake the feeling that something’s gone sideways with our plan.

Audrey sits like a statue beside Vega, her emerald dress catching the arena lights. Even from this distance, I can see the tension radiating from her. She’s not just nervous—she’s terrified. The careful mask she usually wears at these events has slipped, revealing something raw underneath.

Vega leans close to her occasionally, his mouth near her ear, but instead of the polite acknowledgment she usually gives him, she recoils slightly each time. Her responses are minimal, barely perceptible nods that look more like flinches.

“Speaking of Vega,” Marcus says, his voice dropping lower, “his security detail is fucking massive tonight. I counted twelve men on the floor alone.”

“Fourteen,” I correct him automatically. “Two more by the south entrance. Plus whatever he’s got stationed outside.”

The security presence feels different tonight. More alert. More focused. Like they’re preparing for something specific rather than just providing general protection.

Marcus raises an eyebrow. “You think he’s expecting trouble?”

“Maybe.” My jaw clenches as Vega’s hand settles on Audrey’s thigh, possessive and claiming. This time she doesn’t just go rigid—she actually shifts away from his touch. It’s subtle, probably invisible to most people, but I see it. “Or maybe he knows something we don’t.”

The thought sends ice through my veins. What if he’s figured out our plan? What if that’s why Audrey looks like she’s barely holding it together?

“Either way, it complicates things.” Marcus keeps his voice casual, like we’re discussing the weather instead of our plan to help Audrey escape her engagement. “The car’s still good for midnight?”

“Yeah. Black Suburban, tinted windows. Plates are clean.” I’ve gone over the details a hundred times in my head, mapping every possible route out of Cooper Heights, identifying potential choke points, planning contingencies. “We’ll take the mountain roads. Less chance of being followed.”

But the plan assumes everything goes smoothly tonight. Assumes Audrey can maintain her facade through the fight, through whatever post-event obligations Vega has planned. The woman sitting in that box doesn’t look like someone who’s holding it together. She looks like someone on the verge of breaking.

The bell rings, signaling the end of the round. Ben returns to his corner, barely winded despite the intensity of the fight.

Pride should be surging through me as I watch him take instruction from his coach. My little brother, dominating one of the top fighters in the division. Instead, all I can think about is why Audrey won’t look at me. Why she hasn’t answered my texts. What might have happened to put that brittle terror in her posture.

“You good with the Montana house?” Marcus asks, his eyes on the ring. “It’s remote as hell.”

“That’s the point.” The property sits on two hundred acres of wilderness, accessible only by a private road. No neighbors for miles. No connection to me or Pack Security. The perfect place to disappear until things cool down. “We’ll stay there until I can arrange something more permanent.”

If we make it that far. The thought hits me like a sucker punch. I’ve been so focused on the logistics of getting Audrey out that I haven’t fully considered what happens if Vega figures out what we’re planning. What happens if he’s already figured it out.

“And Audrey’s on board with all this?” Marcus glances toward the private box. “Leaving everything behind?”

“She’s the one who suggested it.” The memory of her face when we discussed our plans should send heat through my chest. The determination in her eyes, the certainty in her voice. But right now, watching her sit like a prisoner beside her captor, I can’t shake the doubt creeping in. “After tonight, she’s done with Vega. Done with Cooper Heights.”

At least, that was the plan yesterday. Tonight feels different. Tonight feels like everything’s unraveling before it even begins.

“And what about Ben?” Marcus nods toward the ring where my brother is preparing for the final round. “You planning to tell him before you disappear?”

The question hits harder than it should. Ben and I have only recently started rebuilding our relationship after years of distance. This fight—his biggest opportunity yet—is partly due to my connections. And now I’m planning to vanish without explanation.

“I’ll call him once we’re settled,” I say, the words tasting bitter. “Can’t risk telling him beforehand. Vega’s his sponsor. It would put him in an impossible position.”

Marcus nods, understanding without needing further explanation. That’s why he’s been my right hand for fifteen years—he gets the hard choices, the necessary sacrifices.

“Pack Security?” he asks.

“All yours until I get back.” I’ve already signed the paperwork, transferring operational control to Marcus for six months. “The Blackwell contract should keep you busy.”

“And if you don’t come back?” His question is blunt, practical.

“Then it’s yours permanently.” I’ve considered this possibility—that leaving with Audrey might mean walking away from everything I’ve built. The business, my home, my life in Cooper Heights. The strange thing is, I don’t give a fuck. None of it matters compared to having her.

The final round begins with a flurry of activity. Ben charges forward, unleashing a combination that drives Thompson against the ropes. The crowd surges to its feet, sensing the end is near. I stand with them, but my attention is split between the ring and the box above.

In the private box, Vega has turned to face Audrey directly. Even from this distance, I can see his mouth moving, see the sharp gestures that indicate he’s not just making conversation. Audrey’s spine straightens, her chin lifting in that defiant way I’ve seen before, but there’s something desperate about it now. Like she’s fighting a losing battle.

Ben’s fist connects with Thompson’s jaw, a perfect strike that sends his opponent crashing to the canvas. The sound of impact echoes through the arena even over the deafening roar of the crowd.

The referee waves his arms, calling the fight. Ben raises his fists in victory, blood from his opponent’s face speckling his gloves. The crowd explodes, on their feet, screaming his name.

“Holy shit,” Marcus shouts over the noise. “He actually did it.”

Ben circles the ring, acknowledging each section of the crowd. When his eyes find mine, he points directly at me, that cocky grin spreading across his face. I manage to nod back, forcing a smile I don’t feel.

My gaze drifts up to Vega’s private box. The bastard is on his feet, clapping enthusiastically, his face lit with the satisfaction of a man who just made a fortune. His investment in Ben is about to pay off big time.

But Audrey remains seated, her applause mechanical, her face pale as paper. As I watch, Vega leans down and says something in her ear. Whatever it is makes her entire body go rigid. She turns to look at him, and even from here I can see the fear in her posture.

Then, she does something that makes my blood run cold. She looks directly at me for the first time all night, and the expression on her face is pure terror.

Our eyes lock across the arena, and at that moment, I know. Something’s gone wrong. Badly wrong. She’s trying to tell me something without words, trying to warn me, but before I can process what I’m seeing, Vega’s hand lands on her shoulder.

The contact makes her flinch visibly, but she doesn’t pull away. Can’t pull away. She turns back to face forward, her mask sliding back into place, but it’s too late. I’ve seen the truth.

“Reign.” Marcus grabs my arm, his voice cutting through the roar of the crowd. “What’s wrong?”

I can’t take my eyes off the box. Vega’s hand is still on Audrey’s shoulder, possessive and threatening. He’s saying something else to her, his mouth close to her ear, and I watch her nod once, sharply.

“Something’s fucked,” I say, my voice tight with barely controlled rage. “He knows.”

“Knows what?”

“About us. About the plan. Something.” I pull out my phone, typing quickly:

Are you okay?




I watch her check her phone, see her body go even more rigid as she reads my message. She glances toward Vega, who’s now watching her with obvious suspicion, then types something back.

Can’t talk now. He’s watching everything.




What happened?




This time, she doesn’t respond immediately. Vega is speaking to her again, his voice low but his body language aggressive. Finally, her phone buzzes with an incoming message, but when she checks it, she doesn’t type anything back. Instead, she slides the phone into her purse and focuses straight ahead.

“We need to abort,” Marcus says quietly, reading the situation. “If he’s onto us⁠—”

“No. I’m not leaving her with him. Not when she’s scared.”

“Reign, think about this. If we tip our hand now⁠—”

“I don’t give a fuck about our hand.” I’m already moving through the crowd, heading for the exit. “Something’s wrong, and I’m not walking away.”

Marcus follows, his security training making him scan for threats as we move. “Where are you going?”

“Her house. If she can’t text me back, I’ll go to her.”

“That’s exactly what he’d expect you to do if he knows about you two.”

“Then I better be careful.” The crowd is still celebrating Ben’s victory, providing cover as we make our way toward the parking garage. “Keep the car ready, but give me two hours. If you don’t hear from me by then, assume the worst.”

“And do what?”

“Whatever you think is best.” I don’t have time to plan contingencies. All I know is that Audrey is in trouble, and I’m the only one who can help her.

“Watch your six,” Marcus says grimly. “And Reign? Don’t do anything that gets you both killed.”

I’m already moving, my mind focused on one thing: getting to Audrey. Whatever Vega knows, whatever he’s threatening her with, she doesn’t have to face it alone.

I push through the arena’s exit doors, the cool night air hitting my face like a slap. The parking garage is chaos, fight fans streaming toward their cars, the energy of Ben’s victory still crackling through the crowd.

But all I can think about is Audrey, trapped in that box with a man who might know her deepest secret. The terror in her eyes when she looked at me, the way she flinched from Vega’s touch.

My truck roars to life, and I’m pulling out of the garage before I fully process the decision. The speedometer climbs as I navigate the post-fight traffic, every red light feeling like an eternity.

I park three blocks away from her house, same as always. The familiar route through the back gardens and over the stone wall feels different tonight. Dangerous. Like I’m walking into a trap.

But I can’t stay away. Not when she needs me.

Her bedroom window glows soft and golden in the darkness. I scale the oak tree with practiced ease. When I reach her window, she’s there waiting, still in that emerald dress, but her face is streaked with tears.

She opens the window before I can knock, her movements sharp with desperation.

“You shouldn’t have come,” she whispers as I climb through. “He knows, Reign. He knows something’s wrong.”

“What happened?” I pull her against me the moment my feet hit her bedroom floor, feeling her trembling in my arms. “Tell me everything.”

She buries her face against my chest, her words muffled but urgent. “At the reception tonight, I ran into Tiffany Breslin. She mentioned the majorette reunion weekend—the one I was supposed to attend but didn’t because I was with you.”

My blood goes cold. “Fuck.”

“I tried to lie, said there was a family emergency, but I made mistakes. Gio knows every detail about my family history. He caught me in multiple lies.” She pulls back to look at me, her eyes wide with fear. “He didn’t confront me directly, but I could see it in his face. He knows I wasn’t where I said I was.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing specific. But during the fight, he kept making comments. About loyalty. About trust. About what happens to people who betray him.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “He knows, Reign. Maybe not about you specifically, but he knows I’m lying about something.”

I cup her face in my hands, trying to steady her. “We stick to the plan. Tomorrow night, we leave. Whatever he suspects, he doesn’t have proof.”

“You don’t understand.” She grabs my wrists, her grip desperate. “He’s not going to wait for proof. He’s going to act on suspicion. And if he finds out about us...”

“He won’t.” But even as I say it, I know she’s right to be scared. Men like Vega don’t operate on evidence. They operate on instinct and paranoia.

“He could ruin you, Reign. Your business, your brother’s career, everything you’ve built.” Tears stream down her face. “Maybe I should just marry him. Maybe it’s not worth⁠—”

“Stop.” I cut her off, my voice fierce. “Don’t you dare say that. You’re not sacrificing yourself for him. Not now, not ever.”

“But if he destroys you because of me⁠—”

“Then that’s my choice to make.” I thumb away her tears, my touch gentle despite the rage burning in my chest. “I’d rather lose everything and have you than keep everything and lose you.”

She stares at me for a long moment, something shifting in her expression. “You mean that.”

“Every fucking word.” I brush my lips against hers, soft and reverent. “Audrey, there’s something I need to ask you.”

Before I can second-guess myself, I drop to one knee beside her bed, pulling out the ring I’ve been carrying for weeks. Her gasp echoes through the room.

“Reign, what are you⁠—”

“Audrey Elizabeth Worthington,” I say, my voice rough with emotion. “I love you. I’ve loved you from the moment you let me see the real you. Will you marry me?”

She stares down at me, her hand pressed to her mouth, eyes wide with shock. For a terrifying moment, she doesn’t speak, doesn’t move.

“Are you insane?” she finally whispers. “Right now? With everything falling apart?”

“Especially right now.” I take her left hand, the one that still bears the indentation from Vega’s ring. “Because I want you to know that whatever happens, whatever he tries to do to us, you’re not alone. You’re mine, and I’m yours, and nothing he does can change that.”

Fresh tears spill down her cheeks, but she’s smiling now. “You beautiful, crazy man. Yes. Of course, yes.”

I slide the ring onto her finger, then surge to my feet and capture her mouth with mine. She tastes like tears and hope, like every dream I never dared to have.

“I love you,” she says against my lips. “Even if we’re both completely insane.”

“Probably especially because we’re insane.” I back her toward the bed, my hands roaming over the silk of her dress. “I’m staying tonight. I’m not leaving you alone when you’re scared.”

“What if someone sees you?”

“Let them.” I help her out of the emerald dress, worshipping every inch of skin as it’s revealed. “I’m tired of hiding. Tired of pretending you’re not mine.”

She reaches for my shirt, her movements urgent now. “If we’re doing this, if we’re really doing this...”

“We are.” I catch her hands, stilling them. “But first, I need you to understand something. Tomorrow night, we leave. No matter what Vega suspects, no matter what threats he makes. We stick to the plan.”

“And if he tries to stop us?”

My smile is sharp, predatory. “Then he’ll learn what happens when someone tries to take what’s mine.”

She studies my face, seeing the danger there, the promise of violence if necessary. Instead of fear, I see something like relief in her eyes.

“You’d fight for me.”

“I’d kill for you.” The words come out flat, matter-of-fact. “Anyone who tries to hurt you, anyone who tries to keep you from me—they’ll answer to me.”

She kisses me then, fierce and desperate, her teeth catching my bottom lip. When we break apart, we’re both breathing hard.

“I need you,” she whispers against my mouth. “I need to feel you everywhere.”

I push her back against the bed, my hands working at the remaining fabric between us. Her bra comes off first, and I take a moment to appreciate the sight of her bare breasts, nipples already hard and waiting for my mouth.

“Fuck, you’re perfect,” I growl, leaning down to take one peak between my lips. She gasps, her back arching off the bed.

“Reign, please⁠—”

“Please what?” I switch to her other breast, sucking hard enough to make her cry out. “Tell me what you want.”

“You. Inside me. Now.” Her hands are already working at my belt, her movements urgent and clumsy with need.

I help her get my pants off, then hook my fingers in the sides of her panties. “Lift up,” I command, and she obeys instantly, letting me strip the last barrier away.

She’s already wet for me, glistening in the moonlight. I run a finger through her folds, and she bucks against my hand.

“So ready for me,” I murmur, circling her clit with my thumb. “You’ve been thinking about this all night, haven’t you? Sitting next to him, wanting me.”

“Yes,” she gasps. “God, yes. I couldn’t stop thinking about your hands on me.”

I push two fingers inside her, feeling her clench around me. “Is this what you wanted? My fingers fucking you while he was talking business?”

“Reign,” she moans, her hips rolling against my hand. “Don’t tease me. Not tonight.”

“No teasing,” I agree, withdrawing my fingers and positioning myself at her entrance. “Tonight, I’m going to make you come so hard you forget your own name.”

I push inside her slowly, savoring the way she opens for me, takes me deeper. She’s so tight, so perfect, her body molding around mine like we were made for this.

“Jesus Christ,” I breathe when I’m fully seated inside her. “You feel incredible.”

Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me even deeper. “Move,” she demands. “Please, Reign, I need you to move.”

I start slow, long strokes that have her gasping beneath me. But it’s not enough. Not for either of us.

“Harder,” she pants. “I can take it. I want to feel you tomorrow.”

That breaks my control completely. I pull almost all the way out before slamming back in, and she screams my name. The sound goes straight to my cock, making me even harder.

“That’s it,” I growl, setting a punishing rhythm. “Let the whole neighborhood hear who you belong to.”

“Yours,” she gasps, her nails raking down my back. “Only yours.”

I reach between us, finding her clit with my thumb. She’s close, I can feel it in the way her muscles start to tighten around me.

“Come for me,” I command, pressing harder against that sensitive bundle of nerves. “Come on my cock, Audrey. Show me how good I make you feel.”

She shatters around me, her body clamping down like a vise, her back arching off the bed as she cries out. The sight and feel of her coming undone pushes me over the edge. I bury myself deep and let go, spilling everything I have into her.

We stay connected afterward, both of us breathing hard. I brush sweat-dampened hair from her face, kissing her softly.

“Mine,” I murmur against her lips.

“Yours,” she confirms, her voice hoarse from screaming my name.

Eventually, I roll off her, pulling her against my side. She traces lazy patterns on my chest, her new ring glinting in the darkness.

“I can’t believe I’m wearing your ring,” she says quietly, holding her hand up to catch the moonlight. “It feels surreal.”

“Get used to it.” I catch her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm. “Because I’m never taking it back.”

She turns in my arms to face me fully. “Even if this gets messy? Even if Gio makes things difficult?”

“Especially then.” I pull her closer, my hand resting on her back. “Get some sleep, Princess. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”


TWENTY-TWO
AUDREY


“Have you seen my belt, baby?” Reign asks, pulling on his jeans. “The black leather one?”

I look up from dropping my last pair of jeans into the suitcase. “Um, maybe check the chair by the window? I think you tossed it over there last night.”

It’s early the next morning, and Reign and I are packing for our escape to Montana. The house is still quiet, most everyone sleeping off last night’s post-fight celebrations. Even the staff won’t be up for another hour.

He finds his belt and slides it through the loops, the leather making that familiar whisper of sound. I close my suitcase and sit on the edge of the bed, watching him get dressed. There’s something surreal about this moment, like I’m living someone else’s life.

“I can’t believe we’re really doing this,” I whisper. “In a few hours, we’ll be on a plane to Montana. Starting over.”

Reign pauses in buttoning his shirt, his eyes finding mine across the room. “Having second thoughts?”

“No.” The answer comes without hesitation. “The opposite actually. I’m just... I never thought I’d have the courage to walk away from all this.”

He crosses to me in three quick strides, cupping my face in his hands. “You’re the bravest woman I know, Audrey. You’re choosing your own life over everyone else’s expectations. That takes more courage than most people have.”

Before I can respond, his mouth is on mine. I melt into the kiss, my hands fisting in his shirt, pulling him closer. This is what I’m choosing. This man, this love, this future we’re building together.

His phone buzzes against the nightstand.

“Ignore it,” I murmur against his lips.

It stops, then immediately starts buzzing again.

Reign pulls back with a frustrated growl. “Fuck. It might be important.”

He grabs the phone, frowning at the display. “Marcus. He wouldn’t call unless...” He swipes to answer. “What’s wrong?”

I watch his face change as he listens, the easy warmth from moments before replaced by sharp focus. His jaw tightens, and he runs a hand through his hair.

“How bad?” A pause. “No, I’ll come to you. Give me forty minutes.”

He ends the call, and I can see the tension radiating through his shoulders.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, though I already know this isn’t good news.

“There’s been a slight issue. I need to go meet Marcus before we had out.” He’s already reaching for his jacket. “Just some security stuff for a client. Shouldn’t take long, but I need to handle it personally.”

“It’s fine,” I say quickly, forcing brightness into my voice. “You go help Marcus. I’ll meet you at the airstrip at noon.”

Reign frowns as he studies my face. “I don’t like leaving you alone.”

“It’s two hours, Reign. I’ll finish packing, handle things here, and meet you there.” I wave him off dismissively. “Besides, I need to talk to Lucille anyway. Better to get it over with.”

“Are you sure?” His eyes search mine, looking for any sign of doubt. “Because if you’re not comfortable⁠—”

“I’m sure.” I stand and kiss him quickly. “Go. The sooner you deal with whatever this is, the sooner we can leave.”

He hesitates for another moment, then nods. “Noon. Don’t be late.”

“I won’t be.”

One last kiss, deeper this time, full of promise and heat. Then he’s at my window, swinging his leg over the sill.

“I love you,” he says.

“I love you, too. Now go.”

He disappears into the oak tree, and I watch until his truck pulls away from the street three blocks over. Only then do I allow myself to feel the anxiety creeping in. Two hours. I can do this.

I spend the next hour and a half methodically finishing my packing. Everything I truly care about fits into two suitcases and a carry-on bag. It’s remarkable how little of this life I actually want to take with me. The jewelry Gio gave me stays. Most of the designer clothes stay. The only things that matter are my art supplies, a few photographs of my dad, and the clothes that actually feel like me.

At ten-thirty, I can’t put it off any longer. Time to face Lucille.

I find her in the breakfast room, perfectly dressed despite the early hour, reading the financial section with her usual laser focus. She looks up when I enter.

“Good morning, darling. You’re up early after such a late night.”

“I need to talk to you about something.” I don’t sit down.

“Of course. Coffee first?” She gestures to the service cart.

“No. Lucille, I’m leaving. Today. And I broke off my engagement to Gio.”

The newspaper crumples in her hands. For a moment, she just stares at me, her face cycling through shock, disbelief, and then something much colder.

“What did you just say?”

“I said, I’m leaving. The engagement is over.”

“That’s not possible.” She sets down the ruined newspaper with deliberate precision. “You’re getting married in July. The invitations have been sent.”

“Then you’ll need to send cancellations.”

Lucille stands slowly, her movements controlled, but her eyes blazing. “Audrey, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but this is not happening. You’re going to march upstairs, call Gio, and apologize for whatever foolishness⁠—”

“No. I’m not apologizing, and I’m not marrying Gio. I’m done.”

“Your father would never want this.” Her voice turns pleading. “He built Worthington Sports for you, for your future. This marriage secures everything he worked for.”

“My father would never want me to marry a criminal to save his company.” I cross my arms, holding my ground. “He’d want me to be happy.”

“A criminal?” Lucille’s laugh is bitter. “Gio is a successful businessman. He’s saved us from bankruptcy.”

“He’s a criminal, Lucille. We both know it. And I won’t be bought and sold like property to clean his money.”

Her facade finally cracks completely.

“You selfish, naive little girl. Do you have any idea what you’re throwing away? If Gio doesn’t save Worthington Sports, we lose everything. Your trust fund, this house, our entire way of life.”

I smile, and I know it looks smug. “I already have a home. And it isn’t this one.”

The words hit her like a slap. “What does that mean?”

“It means I’m choosing my own life. My own future. And you can’t stop me.”

I turn toward the door, but her voice follows me.

“Audrey, if you walk out that door, don’t expect to come back. I won’t clean up this mess for you.”

“Good,” I say without turning around. “I don’t want you to.”

I walk out of the breakfast room, out of the house, and into the rest of my life.

I step through the doorway without looking back, each step taking me further from the Worthington legacy and closer to my own future. My future with Reign.

The Mercedes’s engine purrs as I navigate the winding driveway away from the Worthington estate, my childhood home growing smaller in the rearview mirror with each second.

I half-expected security to block my exit, but the gates opened smoothly, allowing me to pass without incident. As the massive iron gates close behind me, something breaks loose in my chest—a knot of tension I’d forgotten was there.

I’m free. Finally, truly free.

The road stretches before me, empty and inviting in the afternoon sun. Cooper Heights falls away as I drive, the weight of expectations and family obligations diminishing with each mile.

When I’m certain I’m far enough from the estate, I pull into the parking lot of an abandoned strip mall—one of my dad’s development projects that stalled after his death. My headlights illuminate cracked concrete and faded storefronts, a forgotten place where no one will notice me. Perfect for what I need to do next.

I kill the engine and pull out the phone Reign gave me. My fingers hover over the keypad for just a moment before I dial the only number programmed into it.

He answers on the first ring. “Audrey.”

My name in his voice sends warmth cascading through me, chasing away the last chill of Lucille’s threats. “I did it. I told her the engagement is off.”

“How did she take it?”

“About as well as expected.” I lean back against the headrest, replaying the confrontation in my mind. “She tried the guilt trip about Dad’s debts and the company. When that didn’t work, she threatened to cut me off completely.”

Reign’s low growl of disapproval rumbles through the phone. “You don’t need her money or her approval.”

“I know.” And surprisingly, I do know. The threat that would have terrified me just months ago now feels hollow.

“Are you being followed?” Reign’s voice sharpens. “Did anyone track you leaving?”

I scan the empty parking lot, seeing nothing but shadows. “I don’t think so. I took the back roads like you said, and I haven’t noticed any headlights behind me.”

“Good. The plane’s fueled and waiting.” His voice softens again. “Just get to the airstrip. I’ll be waiting.”

“What if Lucille calls Gio? What if she warns him that I’ve ended things?”

“Let him try to stop us.” The dangerous edge in Reign’s voice should frighten me, but instead, it makes me feel protected in a way I never have before. “In a few hours, we’ll be gone from Cooper Heights. Just you and me.”

The promise in those words makes my throat tight with emotion. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, princess.” I can hear his smile through the phone. “Drive safe. I’ll see you soon.”

The call ends, and I sit for a moment, savoring the certainty in his voice, the solid foundation he offers when everything else in my life feels like quicksand. Then, I start the engine again and pull back onto the road, heading toward the mountain highway that will take me to the airstrip. To freedom.

As I drive, my mind fills with images of our future. Waking up beside Reign in Montana, sunlight filtering through cabin windows. Setting up my art studio, canvases blank and waiting for inspiration. Traveling together, seeing places I’ve only read about. Building a life based on what we want, not what others expect.

The possibilities feel endless, exhilarating.

In fact, I get so lost in these daydreams that I almost miss the flashing lights ahead. I brake sharply, my heart jumping into my throat as my headlights illuminate what appears to be a security checkpoint blocking the road.

Two black SUVs are parked at angles across both lanes, their headlights glaring into my windshield. This makes no sense. There shouldn’t be a checkpoint here—this is a county road, not a highway or border crossing.

My hands tighten on the steering wheel as I slow to a stop, mind racing. Is this routine? A drunk driving checkpoint? Or something more sinister?

I glance in my rearview mirror, thinking I might turn around, but my stomach drops at what I see. Two more black SUVs have appeared behind me, effectively boxing me in.

Men in tactical gear—not police uniforms, but something more military—stand beside the vehicles. No official markings. No patrol cars. Just black SUVs and men dressed entirely in black.

Gio. This has to be Gio.

An officer approaches my window, his face obscured by the harsh glare of the SUV headlights behind him. I lower my window just enough to speak, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Is there a problem, officer?”

“License and registration, please.” His voice carries a faint accent I can’t quite place, but something about it raises the hairs on the back of my neck. It sounds vaguely familiar.

I fumble in my purse for my wallet, fingers trembling as I extract my driver’s license. “What’s this checkpoint for? I didn’t see any signs.”

“Security concerns in the area, ma’am.” He takes my license, studying it longer than necessary. “Audrey Worthington. Where are you headed this evening?”

“To visit a friend.” I try to keep my voice casual, though my pulse pounds so loudly I’m certain he can hear it.

“A friend.” He repeats the words slowly. “Would this friend happen to be Jackson Mitchell? Or does he prefer to be called Reign?”

Ice floods my veins. He knows. They know.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” My voice sounds thin, unconvincing even to my own ears.

The officer leans closer, and for the first time, I get a clear look at his face. Not an officer at all, but one of Gio’s security team—the one who always stands at his right hand during business meetings. The one who drove us to the arena for Ben’s fight.

“Step out of the vehicle, Miss Worthington.” His tone leaves no room for argument.

“I don’t think I will.” I reach for the window button, intending to close it and lock my doors, but his hand shoots out, gripping my wrist with painful force.

“That wasn’t a request.”

My other hand slides toward my purse, fingers seeking the phone Reign gave me. If I can just press redial, let him know something’s wrong⁠—

A sharp pain stings my neck, like an insect bite but deeper. My free hand flies to the spot, fingers connecting with something small and metallic protruding from my skin.

A dart.

“What did you—” My tongue suddenly feels too large for my mouth, the words slurring together as I try to form them.

“Mr. Vega would like to speak with you.” The man’s voice seems to come from very far away now. “He’s concerned about your emotional state.”

The world tilts sideways, colors blurring as my vision begins to fade at the edges. My last coherent thought is of Reign waiting at the airstrip, not knowing I won’t arrive, before darkness rushes up to swallow me whole.


TWENTY-THREE
REIGN


The engines of the Gulfstream hum as technicians make their final checks. Sunset spills across the tarmac in streaks of orange and gold, the sky preparing for night.

In less than an hour, we’ll be in that sky, Audrey beside me, leaving Cooper Heights and all its bullshit behind. My chest tightens with something unfamiliar. Anticipation, maybe. Or the closest thing to happiness I’ve felt in years.

I check my watch again. Twenty minutes since Audrey’s call. Her voice had been breathless, excited. In the three months since San Diego, I’ve heard that laugh too rarely. Seen too little of the real Audrey, the one who came alive in my arms, who matched me desire for desire, strength for strength. Vega and her stepmother kept her caged, collared, controlled.

Tonight, I’m breaking those chains for good.

I scan the horizon, searching for the headlights of her BMW. The private airstrip is deserted except for our plane and the two SUVs I arranged for transport. No signs of trouble yet, but my instincts are firing anyway. I roll my shoulders, trying to dispel the tension.

The sound of tires on gravel draws my attention. A black Range Rover approaches, familiar enough that I don’t reach for my weapon. Marcus. Right on schedule.

He parks beside one of the SUVs and climbs out.

“All set?” he asks, scanning the area as he approaches, a habit neither of us has ever broken.

“Plane’s ready. Pilot’s done his checks. We’re just waiting on Audrey.”

Marcus nods, his eyes moving to the empty road beyond the hangar. “She on her way?”

“Twenty minutes out, max.” I check my watch again. “She called when she left her parent’s house.”

“And you’re sure no one followed her from the estate? That’s a long drive to stay undetected.”

“She knows what she’s doing.” The defensiveness in my voice surprises even me. “She took the route we practiced, stuck to the back roads. And she’s got the burner if there’s trouble. Everything squared away on your end?”

“Yep. I’ve got Rodriguez handling the Blackwell account. Johnson’s taking point on the new hotel contract.” He hesitates, then adds, “I’ve set things up to run without you indefinitely. Just in case.”

The unspoken question hangs between us—are you coming back?—but Marcus knows better than to ask directly.

Truth is, I don’t have an answer yet. Cooper Heights was never home, just a place I built a business. The only thing that matters now is getting Audrey away from Vega, away from her stepmom, away from the life that’s slowly suffocating her.

“Appreciate it.” I clap him on the shoulder. “If things go smoothly, I’ll check in once we’re settled in Montana. If not...” I shrug. “You know what to do.”

“Always do.” He gives me a rare smile. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing the right thing. You tell Ben yet?”

“Tell me what?”

The voice behind us makes us both turn.

Ben stands at the entrance to the hangar, his gym bag slung over one shoulder. Sweat still glistens on his forehead from his workout, and his expression shifts from curious to suspicious as he takes in the scene—the idling jet, the packed SUVs, Marcus and me looking like we’ve been caught planning a heist.

“What the fuck is going on?” Ben asks, dropping his bag and walking toward us. “I got your message to meet you here, but you didn’t say anything about a goddamn jet.”

I exchange a quick glance with Marcus.

“I’ll go check with the pilot,” Marcus says, tactfully extracting himself. “Make sure everything’s on schedule. Give you two a minute.”

He walks toward the hangar, leaving me to face my brother’s questioning stare. The resemblance between us has always been strong, but right now, with anger tightening his features, we look more alike than ever.

Ben stops in front of me, his eyes narrowing as he scans the tarmac.

“Seriously, Reign. What is this? Are you in trouble?”

“No trouble,” I tell him. “I’m getting married.”

Ben’s face transforms instantly, surprise replacing suspicion.

“Married? Holy shit, man. Congratulations.” He grins, clapping me on the shoulder. “To who? You haven’t even mentioned dating anyone.”

“Audrey Worthington.”

His smile freezes, then slowly fades as the name registers.

“Worthington? As in the woman engaged to Gio Vega?”

“She’s not engaged to him anymore.” I meet his gaze directly, not backing down from the disbelief I see there. “She broke it off this morning. We’re leaving tonight.”

“Leaving? Tonight?” Ben runs a hand through his hair, his expression cycling through shock, confusion, and something that looks dangerously like anger. “What the fuck, Reign? You’re running off with Vega’s fiancée without even telling me? Without any fucking warning?”

“I’m telling you now.”

“Now? With a fucking jet waiting?” He gestures wildly at the Gulfstream. “How long has this been going on? How long have you been planning this?”

I weigh my words carefully. “We met in San Diego three months ago. She was there alone. Things happened. We’ve been figuring it out since.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to put you in the middle,” I explain. “Vega’s your sponsor.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Ben’s voice rises sharply. “Fuck Vega. We’re brothers. If Audrey is your family, then she’s mine, too. You should have told me.”

The intensity of his response catches me off guard.

I’ve spent so long protecting Ben, making the hard decisions on my own, that I never considered he might actually want to be involved.

“You’re right,” I admit, the words feeling strange in my mouth. “I should have told you. I thought you might try to talk me out of it,” I admit. “Tell me I was throwing everything away for a woman.”

Ben snorts. “Since when do you listen to a damn thing I say? Besides—” His expression grows serious. “I saw you at the fight. Watched you watching her. Never seen you look at anyone like that before.”

I chuckle, a weight lifting from my chest. “Turning into a romantic in your old age, little brother?”

“Fuck off.” He glances toward the road. “So, where is she? I want to congratulate my future sister-in-law.”

The reminder sends a jolt of concern through me. I check my watch again. She should be here by now. Thirty minutes since her call, and the drive from the cabin should only take twenty.

“She should have been here already.” I try to keep the worry from my voice, but Ben picks up on it immediately.

“Traffic?” he suggests, but the tension in his shoulders tells me he’s already thinking like I am. Something’s wrong.

I pull out my phone, dialing the burner I gave Audrey. It rings once, twice, three times before going to voicemail. My stomach drops.

“No answer?” Ben asks, watching my face.

“No.” I redial immediately, listening to the same hollow ringing, ending in the same automated message. Audrey would answer. If she could, she would answer.

“Maybe she’s driving,” Ben offers. “Can’t pick up.”

“She knows to pull over if I call. Something’s wrong.”

I stride toward the edge of the tarmac, scanning the road leading to the airstrip. Empty. Nothing but the gathering darkness and distant lights of Cooper Heights glittering against the mountainside.

Where the fuck is she?

I dial again, putting the phone to my ear even as I know what I’ll hear. The same rings. The same voicemail. The same growing dread in my gut.

“We’ll find her,” Ben says firmly, gripping my shoulder. “If someone has her, we’ll get her back.”

I’m about to respond when the sound of running footsteps makes us both turn. Marcus sprints toward us from the direction of the hangar, face grim, phone in hand.

“We have a problem,” he calls, and the cold certainty in his voice confirms my worst fears before he even reaches us.

“Gio’s men have Audrey.” Marcus’s words hit me like a physical blow, then immediately transform into a white-hot rage that burns through my veins. “Rich Hunt just called. They intercepted her at a checkpoint on the mountain road.”

“How?” The single word comes out as a growl, my hands already curling into fists.

“Roadblock disguised as construction. Three black SUVs, six men minimum.” Marcus keeps his voice steady, professional, the way we’ve both learned to deliver bad news. “She didn’t have a chance to call. They took her phone, forced her into one of their vehicles.”

The image of Audrey surrounded by Vega’s thugs makes something primal rise in my chest. A killing fury I haven’t felt since my last deployment, since watching brothers in arms fall to enemy fire.

“Vega’s a dead man.” The words come out cold, certain. A statement of fact rather than a threat.

Marcus holds up his phone, showing a map with a pulsing red dot.

“Hunt’s working on tracking them now. He’s got a contact in Vega’s security team feeding him information.”

“Rich Hunt?” Ben asks, looking between us. “The cop from your old unit?”

“Former cop now,” Marcus corrects. “Works private security, but keeps his badges and connections. Still has eyes and ears in local law enforcement.”

I barely register their conversation, my mind already shifting into combat mode. Tactical assessment. Resource inventory. Extraction strategy. The familiar mental checklist I’ve run a thousand times for clients, but never with stakes this personal.

“How reliable is the intel?” I ask, eyes fixed on the pulsing dot on Marcus’s screen.

“Hunt’s never steered us wrong before.” Marcus zooms in on the map. “Signal’s coming from a lake house about twenty minutes north. Remote area, private access road, minimal neighbors.”

“Perfect place to hold someone without interruption.”

The implications make my jaw clench so hard my teeth ache. If Vega hurt her, if he so much as touched a single hair on her head...

“Hunt says they’ve got her contained but unharmed,” Marcus adds, reading the darkening of my expression. “For now, at least. Vega’s on his way there personally.”

That gives us a window. A small one, but enough. Vega wouldn’t keep his distance if he planned immediate harm. He’d want to be there, to watch, to take pleasure in breaking what he considers his property.

“Let’s move.” I’m already striding toward my truck, calculating angles, approaches, contingencies. “I want eyes on that house in fifteen minutes.”

Ben falls in step beside me. “What’s the play?”

“We go in, we get her out.” The simplicity of the objective centers me, narrows my focus to a laser point. “Anyone who gets in our way doesn’t walk away.”

The tailgate of my F-350 unlocks with a beep from the key fob. Inside, beneath a false floor, lies my insurance policy against exactly this kind of situation. A weapons cache that would make most military units envious. Tactical vests. Extra magazines. Comms equipment.

I pull out my vest first, strapping it on with practiced efficiency, then select a modified AR-15 with a suppressor. Close-quarters combat in a confined space with a hostage present. No room for error.

Next to me, Marcus arms himself with similar precision. He checks each weapon, each magazine, each piece of tactical gear with the methodical thoroughness that’s kept us both alive through situations most men wouldn’t survive.

“Hunt says four men inside with Audrey,” he reports, touching his earpiece. “Two more patrolling the perimeter. Standard private security types, not specialized combat training.”

Six men. Manageable. Especially with the element of surprise on our side. I slide extra magazines into the pouches on my vest, adrenaline already beginning to sharpen my senses, slow my perception of time.

A click from my left draws my attention. Ben stands there, checking the chamber of a Sig Sauer pistol. His face is set in the same concentration I’ve seen him wear before fights—focused, determined, ready.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

“Coming with you.” He meets my stare without flinching. “She’s family now, remember?”

“This isn’t a fight in the ring,” I warn him. “These men won’t follow rules. There’s no referee. And they’ll shoot to kill.”

Ben chambers a round, his movements smooth and confident.

“Good thing Dad made sure we both knew how to handle ourselves long before I ever stepped into a ring.”

I’d forgotten that—how our father had drilled us in marksmanship from the time we could hold a rifle steady. How he’d prepared us for a world he saw as fundamentally hostile, filled with threats to be neutralized rather than avoided. The training I’d refined in the military, Ben had continued in his own way, through the discipline of combat sports.

“Your call.” I toss him a tactical vest. “But you follow my lead. No heroics. No improv. We go in together, we come out together. With Audrey.”

“Understood.” He straps on the vest with surprising efficiency. “What’s the plan?”

Marcus spreads a satellite image of the lake house across the hood of my truck, illuminated by the dome light I’ve switched on.

“Two-story structure, main entrance here, rear exit leading to a dock here.” He traces the routes with his finger. “Woods provide cover to approach from the north side. Hunt says they’re keeping her on the second floor, master bedroom on the east side.”

“Entry points?” I ask, studying the layout.

“French doors on the lower level, standard windows on the second. Security system likely, but nothing military grade. These private lake houses are designed to keep out casual thieves, not tactical teams.”

I nod, strategy forming.

“We split up. Marcus takes the ground floor, creates a diversion. Ben and I go in through the second floor, extract Audrey. Meet back at the vehicles. Clean, fast, no lingering.”

“And if Vega arrives during extraction?” Marcus asks the question we’re all thinking.

A cold smile spreads across my face. “Then I get to settle two accounts at once.”

Ben checks his watch. “How long before Hunt loses his intel advantage?”

“Unknown,” Marcus admits. “His contact is taking a risk feeding us this information. Could go dark any minute.”

“Then we move now.” I slam the trunk closed, and adjust the strap of my rifle. “Stay on comms. Any sign of additional hostiles, we adjust on the fly.”

As we climb into our vehicles—Marcus and I in my truck, Ben following in his—I feel a strange calm settle over me. The rage is still there, burning white-hot beneath the surface, but controlled now. Channeled. Focused on the single objective that matters: bringing Audrey home.

Vega thought he could take what’s mine. Thought his money, his connections, his hired muscle would be enough to keep her from me. He’s about to learn how wrong he is. About to discover what happens when you come between a man and the woman he’d die for.

I start the engine, the powerful V8 roaring to life. In the passenger seat, Marcus checks his weapons one final time. In the rearview, I see Ben’s headlights flare as he pulls in behind us.

“Hang on, Audrey,” I mutter as we pull away from the airstrip, heading toward the lake house where she’s being held. “I’m coming for you.”


TWENTY-FOUR
AUDREY


I wake to darkness and the taste of chemicals in my mouth. My head pounds with each heartbeat, a relentless throb that makes even opening my eyes an exercise in agony.

I try to swallow, but my tongue feels swollen, my throat raw.

Where am I?

I force my eyes open, blinking against the dim light filtering through heavy curtains.

This isn’t Reign’s cabin. This isn’t anywhere I recognize. Panic surges through me, but I push it down, focusing instead on gathering information. The room is large and expensively furnished—a king-sized bed with silk sheets, antique furniture, original artwork on the walls. A prison disguised as luxury.

Memories flash back in disjointed fragments. Stopping for the checkpoint. A sound behind me. Strong hands grabbing me. A sharp pain in my neck. Then nothing.

“Reign,” I whisper, my voice cracking on his name.

I push myself to a sitting position, fighting a wave of nausea that threatens to overwhelm me.

The room spins as I swing my legs over the edge of the bed. Whatever they injected me with is still coursing through my system, making my movements clumsy and slow. I reach for the bedside lamp, my fingers fumbling with the switch before soft light floods the immediate area.

I recognize this place now. The lakehouse. Gio’s private retreat where he brings fighters to train before big matches. I’ve only been here once, for a promotional photoshoot last summer, but the distinctive cedar paneling and decor are unmistakable.

Which means Gio has me.

I try to stand, but my legs buckle, sending me back onto the mattress. Don’t panic, I tell myself. Think. Reign will realize I’m missing. He’ll come for me. But how will he know where to look?

Whatever they drugged me with hasn’t fully cleared my system. I notice I’m still wearing the same clothes—jeans and the soft blue sweater I chose for traveling. At least no one changed me while I was unconscious.

I wiggle my toes. Where are my shoes? I scan the room but don’t see them. I stand carefully, steadying myself against the bedpost until the room stops spinning.

“Think, Audrey,” I mutter to myself. “Assess the situation.”

The bedroom is approximately two hundred square feet, decorated in cream and gold. A sitting area with two armchairs and a small table occupies one corner. Heavy curtains cover what I assume are windows along one wall. A door that likely leads to a bathroom stands ajar on the opposite wall. The main door is closed, and I’d bet everything it’s locked.

I move to the curtains first, pulling them back to reveal windows that stretch nearly from floor to ceiling. The pristine waters of Lake Cooper stretch before me, reflecting the mountains beyond. It would be beautiful if it weren’t my prison. I try the window latch, unsurprised to find it sealed shut. The glass is thick, probably bulletproof, knowing Gio’s paranoia about security.

The bathroom is next—marble and chrome, stocked with expensive toiletries bearing Gio’s preferred Italian brands. No window. No escape route. Just another beautiful cage.

I return to the bedroom and methodically begin searching for anything I can use as a weapon or tool. The drawers of the bedside table contain nothing useful. Just a Bible and a remote control for the television concealed in an armoire. The closet holds women’s clothing in my size, tags still attached. The sight sends a chill down my spine. Gio planned this. He prepared for my captivity.

The desk in the corner yields better results. In the bottom drawer, beneath a stack of monogrammed stationery, I find a silver letter opener. Not ideal, but better than nothing. I slip it into my back pocket, continuing my search.

A sound at the door freezes me in place. Keys jingling, then the distinct click of a lock turning. I retreat to the center of the room, positioning myself where I can see both the door and the windows. Fight or flight instincts surge, but there’s nowhere to flee. So I prepare to fight.

The door swings open, and Gio steps inside. He’s immaculate in a tailored charcoal suit, crisp white shirt, and blue tie that probably costs more than most people’s monthly rent. His dark hair is perfectly styled, his expression composed. He carries a silver tray with what appears to be dinner—a covered plate, a glass of wine, silverware wrapped in a linen napkin. Like this is a romantic evening rather than a kidnapping.

“Ah, you’re awake.” His accent thickens slightly, the way it does when he’s pleased. “I was beginning to worry the sedative was too strong.”

“Where are my shoes?” It’s not the most pressing question, but it’s the one that makes it past my lips.

He smiles, setting the tray on the small table in the sitting area. “Is that really your first concern, cara? Not ‘why am I here’ or ‘what do you want’?”

“I know why I’m here.” I keep my voice steady despite the fear churning in my stomach. “And I know what you want.”

“Do you?” He gestures to the chair opposite the one he’s standing behind. “Please, sit. You must be hungry.”

I don’t move. “I want to leave.”

“And I want my fiancée back.” He removes the silver cover from the plate, revealing what looks like risotto with truffle shavings. “It seems we both want things we cannot have at the moment.”

“I’m not your fiancée anymore. I made that clear this morning.”

“Did you?” He sits, smoothing his tie with manicured fingers. “I recall a conversation where you were confused and emotional. Hardly a binding decision.”

The casual dismissal of my choice ignites anger that burns through my fear. “I returned your ring. I ended our engagement. There was nothing confused about it.”

“A temporary setback.” He pours wine into the single glass on the tray. “You’ve been under considerable stress lately. Lucille and I agree you need time to...recalibrate.”

“Lucille?” The mention of her sends ice through my veins. “What does she have to do with this?”

Gio takes a sip of wine, watching me over the rim of the glass. “Lucille called me immediately after your...dramatic exit from her office. She was quite concerned about your mental state.”

The betrayal shouldn’t hurt. I’ve known for years that Lucille’s loyalty is to the Worthington name, not to me, but it does. A deep, twisting pain that momentarily steals my breath.

“So, this is, what? An intervention?” I gesture to the locked room. “Kidnapping me is for my own good?”

“Such dramatic language.” He sighs, setting down his glass. “You haven’t been kidnapped, Audrey. You’re simply taking a much-needed break before our wedding. In fact, Lucille has already informed the appropriate parties that you’re at a wellness retreat, focusing on pre-wedding self-care.”

The calculated nature of their plan makes my blood run cold. No one will look for me. No one will question my absence. No one except Reign.

“How long have you known?” I ask, though I suspect I already know the answer.

Gio’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “About your...dalliance with the security contractor? Longer than you might think.”

He reaches into his jacket and removes several photographs, placing them on the table beside the untouched food. I don’t need to look closely to know what they show. Reign and me. Together.

“My security team is quite thorough,” he continues, his voice conversational as if discussing the weather. “The cabin in the mountains. The art competition in San Diego. Even that charming diner on the edge of town where you thought no one would recognize you.”

Each location he names feels like a violation. Our private moments, our sanctuary, all under surveillance. I think of Reign’s cabin, of the studio he built for me, of the freedom I felt there. All an illusion.

“If you knew, why wait until now?” I ask, needing to understand his strategy.

“I was curious how far you would take this little rebellion.” He straightens the photographs, aligning their edges with precise movements. “I wanted to see if you would come to your senses on your own. When it became clear you wouldn’t, intervention became necessary.”

“Intervention,” I repeat, the word bitter on my tongue. “You mean abduction.”

“Call it what you will.” He stands, buttoning his jacket with practiced ease. “The result is the same. You’ll remain here until you’ve had time to reconsider your rash decisions. Once you’re thinking clearly again, we’ll proceed with our wedding as planned.”

“And if I never ‘reconsider’?” I challenge, meeting his gaze directly.

“You will.” His confidence chills me to the bone. “You’re a practical woman, Audrey. You understand what’s at stake. Your family’s company, Lucille’s security, your own future. All of it depends on our union.”

“I don’t love you.” The words burst from me, raw and honest.

“Love?” He laughs, the sound devoid of humor. “Is that what you think you feel for him? This contractor with his mountain cabin and rough hands?”

“His name is Reign,” I say, lifting my chin. “And yes, I love him. We’re getting married.”

The words hit their mark. Gio’s composed facade cracks, revealing something dark and dangerous beneath. His eyes narrow, his jaw tightens, his hands curl into fists at his sides.

“You belong to me,” he says, his voice dropping to a register I’ve never heard before. “The contract is signed. The merger is in progress. Lucille has accepted my investment. There is no scenario where you walk away from this engagement.”

“I’m not a business asset,” I counter, though my voice trembles slightly. “I’m a person. I make my own choices.”

“Do you?” He moves closer, invading my space with deliberate intent. “Let’s examine those choices, shall we? You chose to deceive your family. You chose to betray your fiancé. You chose to risk your father’s legacy, for what? A few weeks of slumming with a man who sees you as nothing more than a trophy to steal from me?”

His words are designed to wound, to make me doubt. Six months ago, they might have worked. But I know better now. I know what real connection feels like. What real support looks like.

“Reign sees me,” I say, the truth of it steadying me. “Not the Worthington name or the company connections. Just me. The real me.”

“How romantic.” His tone drips with disdain. “And what happens when he tires of you? When the novelty of bedding a Worthington wears off? Will he still want you when you bring him nothing but trouble?”

“Yes.” The certainty in my voice seems to surprise us both.

Gio’s expression hardens. He reaches for me, his hand aiming for my face in what might be a caress or a threat. I don’t wait to find out. My hand slips to my back pocket, fingers closing around the letter opener. When his hand is inches from my cheek, I strike.

The silver blade slices across his palm, drawing a line of crimson that immediately begins to drip onto the cream carpet. Gio jerks back, surprise quickly replaced by cold fury.

“You little bitch,” he hisses, clutching his bleeding hand.

I back away, the letter opener held before me like a shield. “Don’t touch me. Don’t ever touch me again.”

For a moment, I think he might lunge at me, might unleash the violence I can see simmering beneath his controlled exterior. Instead, he wraps his handkerchief around his wounded hand, his movements deliberate and precise.

“I see you need more time to adjust to your situation.” His voice is eerily calm, at odds with the rage in his eyes. “Perhaps a night alone will help you reconsider your position.”

He moves to the door, never turning his back to me. “I’ve been patient with you, Audrey. More patient than most men would be. But that patience has limits.”

“Let me go,” I say, hating the pleading note that creeps into my voice. “This won’t end well for anyone.”

“On the contrary.” His smile returns, cold and calculating. “This ends exactly as I’ve planned. It ends with you as my wife and with your lover as a cautionary tale about taking what doesn’t belong to him.”

The threat against Reign sends fear coursing through me, sharper and more potent than any concern for my own safety. “If you hurt him⁠—”

“You’ll what?” Gio interrupts, his hand on the doorknob. “Stab me with another letter opener? Run away again? Your options are rather limited at the moment, cara.”

He opens the door, pausing on the threshold. “Enjoy your solitude. We’ll continue this conversation when you’re ready to be reasonable.”

The door closes behind him, the lock engaging with a final-sounding click. I’m alone again, the letter opener still clutched in my trembling hand.

I sink onto the edge of the bed, the adrenaline that kept me upright draining away and leaving exhaustion in its wake. The magnitude of my situation settles over me like a physical weight. I’m trapped in Gio’s lake house, miles from civilization. No one knows where I am except Lucille, who helped orchestrate my captivity, and Gio’s security team, who executed it.

No one except Reign.

The thought of him sends a fresh wave of determination through me. He’ll know I’m missing by now. He’ll be looking for me. Reign won’t stop until he finds me—of that, I’m certain.

I move to the window, staring out at the mountains now silhouetted against the darkening sky. Somewhere out there, Reign is planning. Searching. Coming for me. I press my palm against the cool glass, as if I could somehow reach through it to him.

“I’m here,” I whisper, though I know he can’t hear me. “I’m waiting.”

I turn back to the room, surveying it with new purpose. I know Reign is coming for me. So my job is to survive until he arrives. To resist Gio’s manipulation. To find a way to escape if possible, or at least to signal my location.

I tuck the letter opener into the waistband of my jeans, covering it with my sweater. It’s not much of a weapon, but it’s something. A reminder that I’m not powerless, even here in this beautiful prison.

As night falls completely, turning the windows into mirrors that reflect the room behind me, I make a silent promise to myself. I won’t become the victim Gio expects. I won’t break under isolation or threats. I am Audrey Worthington, and for the first time in my life, I know exactly who that is. I’m not the perfect daughter or the obedient fiancée, rather a woman who has found her own voice, her own strength, her own love.

A woman worth fighting for. A woman worth saving. A woman who will save herself if given half a chance.

I settle into one of the armchairs, the letter opener a reassuring pressure against my spine, and begin to plan. Reign is coming. Of that, I have no doubt. The only question is whether I’ll still be here when he arrives, or whether I’ll have already found my own way out.


TWENTY-FIVE
REIGN


The lake water laps against the hull of the small fishing boat as I guide it silently toward Vega’s property. No motor. Just oars cutting through black water, each stroke bringing me closer to Audrey. Closer to the man who took her.

The night vision goggles reveal the sprawling lakehouse in shades of green and gray, three stories of glass and stone perched on the edge of the water like a fortress. Four guards patrol the perimeter, moving in predictable patterns. Sloppy. Overconfident. Their mistake.

I scan the upper windows, looking for any sign of movement, any hint of where they’re keeping her. My jaw clenches so hard my teeth might crack. Six hours. She’s been in Vega’s hands for six fucking hours.

“Two guards at the main entrance,” Marcus whispers from beside me. “Another by the boathouse. Fourth circling the east perimeter.”

The rage burning through my veins makes it hard to focus on anything but the need to get to her. To feel her safe in my arms again. To make Vega pay for touching what’s mine.

“Ben’s in position,” Marcus continues, checking his phone. “Ready to create the diversion when we give the signal.”

“Good.” I guide the boat toward a small cove, hidden from the main house by a cluster of trees. “We go in quiet. No guns unless absolutely necessary.”

“And Vega?”

I meet his eyes, letting him see exactly what I plan to do to the man who took Audrey. “He’s mine.”

We beach the boat silently, pulling it far enough onto the shore that it won’t drift away. I check my weapons one last time. I’ve got a combat knife at my back, my AR-15, zip ties and tactical flashlight in my cargo pockets.

Everything I need to get her out.

Everything I need to end this.

“You take the boathouse,” I tell Marcus as we crouch at the tree line. “I’ll handle the perimeter guard. We meet at the east entrance in five minutes.”

Marcus nods, his expression grim in the moonlight. “Be careful. These aren’t rent-a-cops. They’re ex-military.”

“So are we.” I check my watch, synchronizing with Ben’s position on the opposite side of the property. “And I’ve got more motivation.”

We split up, Marcus moving toward the boathouse while I circle toward the guard patrolling the eastern perimeter. The man moves with the confidence of someone who doesn’t expect trouble. He’s got a cigarette in one hand, a radio in the other, and his gaze sweeps lazily across the grounds.

I approach from his blind spot, moving through the shadows like I was taught in Special Forces. The skills come back automatically, muscle memory from years of operations in hostile territory. But this is different. This isn’t some mission in a foreign country. This is Audrey.

This is everything.

The guard pauses to light another cigarette, his back to me.

I close the distance with silent strides, one arm wrapping around his throat in a practiced chokehold while my other hand clamps over his mouth.

He struggles, dropping his cigarette as his hands claw at my arm. I apply pressure to his carotid artery, cutting off blood flow to his brain. Fifteen seconds later, he goes limp.

I lower him to the ground, zip-tying his wrists and ankles before dragging him into the underbrush. He’ll wake up with a headache, but he’ll live. I can’t say the same for Vega.

Moving toward the house, I spot Marcus at the boathouse. He gives me a quick hand signal. One guard neutralized. I return the signal, then point toward the main entrance where two more guards stand watch.

My earpiece crackles softly.

“In position,” Ben’s voice comes through. “Ready when you are.”

“On my mark,” I respond, voice barely above a whisper. “Three, two, one...mark.”

A series of small explosions erupts from the far side of the property. Flash-bangs and smoke grenades creating the illusion of a major assault. The guards at the main entrance immediately respond, drawing their weapons and moving toward the disturbance. Predictable. Amateurs.

I use the diversion to approach the house from the east side, where a trellis covered in ivy provides access to the second floor. The climb is easy, my body moving with purpose and precision. Each handhold brings me closer to Audrey. Each second that passes feeds the rage burning in my gut.

The second-floor window is locked, but the security system is basic. Thirty seconds with my knife, and I’m through, sliding the window open and slipping inside. I find myself in a guest bedroom. The room is unoccupied, pristine, and smells faintly of lemon polish and expensive cologne.

I move to the door, pressing my ear against it before easing it open. The hallway beyond is dimly lit, lined with closed doors. I check each one methodically, clearing rooms with the efficiency drilled into me during years of combat operations. Empty bedroom. Empty bathroom. Locked office.

The fourth door is different. It’s reinforced, with a deadbolt that can only be locked from the outside. My pulse quickens. This is it. This is where they’re keeping her.

I press my ear to the wood, straining to hear any sound from within. Nothing. I’m about to try the lock when gunfire erupts outside, sharp cracks that cut through the night. Marcus engaging the guards who’ve realized the diversion is just that.

No more time for subtlety. I step back and kick the door just beside the lock, the wood splintering under the force. The door flies open, and I move in low, weapon drawn, ready for anything.

Except what I find.

Audrey stands in the center of the room, a silver letter opener clutched in her hand like a dagger, her body in a fighting stance. Her eyes widen when she sees me, recognition and relief washing over her face.

“Reign,” she whispers, the letter opener dropping from her fingers.

I holster my weapon and cross the room in four strides, pulling her against me with enough force to knock the breath from both of us. Her arms wrap around my neck, her body trembling against mine. I bury my face in her hair, breathing in her scent, reassuring myself that she’s real. She’s here. She’s safe.

“Did he hurt you?” I pull back just enough to scan her face, my hands cupping her cheeks. “Tell me what he did.”

“I’m okay.” Her fingers dig into my shoulders like she’s afraid I’ll disappear. “He drugged me, brought me here. Tried to convince me I was confused about breaking the engagement.”

The mention of the engagement sends fresh rage coursing through me. I run my hands down her arms, checking for injuries, needing to touch her, to confirm she’s unharmed.

“We need to go,” I say, already turning toward the door. “Marcus and Ben are outside. We’ve got a boat waiting.”

“Ben?” Her eyebrows rise in surprise. “Your brother is here?”

“Family helps family.” I take her hand, leading her toward the hallway. “And you’re family now.”

We make it two steps into the hall before a voice stops us cold.

“How touching.”

Gio Vega stands at the end of the corridor, a pistol aimed directly at my chest. His tailored suit is rumpled, his normally-perfect hair disheveled. A white bandage wraps around one hand, spotted with blood. His eyes are cold, calculating, fixed on where my fingers intertwine with Audrey’s.

“Let her go,” I say, pushing Audrey slightly behind me. “This is between you and me.”

“On the contrary.” Vega’s accent thickens with anger. “This is about property. My property.”

I feel Audrey stiffen behind me. My hand tightens around hers.

My voice drops to a dangerous register. “She doesn’t belong to you.”

“No?” Vega takes a step forward, the gun never wavering. “I have contracts that say otherwise. Agreements with her stepmother. Millions invested in her family’s company.” His eyes shift to Audrey. “Tell him, cara. Tell him about our arrangement.”

“There is no arrangement anymore,” Audrey says, her voice stronger than I expected. “I ended it. I gave back your ring.”

Vega laughs, the sound devoid of humor. “You think it’s that simple? That you can just walk away from me? From everything I’ve built?”

“Yes,” I say, calculating the distance between us, looking for an opening. “That’s exactly what’s happening.”

His eyes narrow, focusing on me with new intensity. “You. The security contractor. I should have known when Ben brought you to the poker game. The way you reacted when I mentioned moving up the wedding date.”

The memory of that night, sitting across from Vega, watching him gloat about claiming Audrey, makes my blood boil. I take a step forward, putting more of my body between him and Audrey.

“Put the gun down,” I say, my voice steady despite the rage coursing through me. “You’re outnumbered. My team has neutralized your security. It’s over.”

“Over?” Vega’s smile is cold, predatory. “I don’t think so. Not while I have this.”

He raises the gun, aiming it directly at Audrey now. “Come here, cara. Now.”

“Don’t move,” I tell her, my body tensing for what comes next.

“If she doesn’t come to me in the next five seconds, I’ll put a bullet in your head,” Vega says, his finger tightening on the trigger. “Then, I’ll take her anyway. Your choice.”

I feel Audrey’s hand squeeze mine, a silent communication. Before I can stop her, she steps out from behind me.

“It’s okay,” she says, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll go with him.”

“Audrey—”

“Smart girl,” Vega interrupts, gesturing with the gun. “Come here. Slowly.”

She moves toward him, each step deliberate. I watch her, trying to communicate with my eyes what I can’t say aloud. Wait for my move. Trust me.

“That’s it,” Vega says as she approaches. “Now tell your lover goodbye. You won’t be seeing him again.”

Audrey stops just out of Vega’s reach, her back straight, chin lifted.

“You’re wrong,” she says, her voice clear and steady. “He’s coming with me.”

In the split second that Vega’s attention shifts to her face, I lunge forward. Audrey drops to the floor as I tackle Vega, the gun discharging with a deafening crack. Pain explodes in my shoulder, but adrenaline pushes it aside as we crash into the wall.

Vega is stronger than he looks, his fighter’s instincts kicking in as he drives a knee into my ribs. The gun skitters across the floor, out of reach for both of us. I slam my elbow into his face, feeling cartilage crunch beneath the blow. Blood sprays from his broken nose, but he doesn’t stop fighting.

We grapple in the hallway, trading blows that echo through the house like thunder. Vega's smaller than me, but he's quick and dirty, going for pressure points and old injuries. His fist connects with my wounded shoulder, and white-hot pain explodes through my arm.

I absorb the hit and drive my knee into his ribs, feeling something crack under the impact. He grunts but doesn't go down, spinning away and coming back with a vicious uppercut that snaps my head back.

Blood fills my mouth. I spit it out and circle him, waiting for an opening.

He lunges again, this time going low, trying to tackle me. I sprawl back, my hands finding his throat as we crash to the floor. We roll across the hardwood, each fighting for position. He drives his elbow into my wounded shoulder, and I roar, my grip loosening just enough for him to break free.

We both scramble to our feet. He's breathing hard, nose streaming blood, but there's still fight in him. His hand slides inside his jacket.

The gun comes out fast. I dive left as the first shot explodes, feeling the bullet whistle past my ear. Before he can adjust his aim, I'm moving, closing the distance as quickly as I can.

My shoulder hits him in the midsection like a battering ram, driving him back into the wall. The gun goes flying, clattering across the floor. We both scramble for it, a tangle of limbs and desperation.

Vega gets there first, his fingers closing around the grip. I grab his wrist with both hands, my full weight bearing down as we struggle for control. The weapon wavers between us, his finger searching for the trigger.

I twist hard, feeling bones grind in his wrist. He screams but doesn't let go. His other hand comes up, fingers clawing at my eyes. I jerk my head back and drive my forehead into his nose. Cartilage crunches and blood sprays across both our faces.

Still, he fights. Kicks at my legs, tries to knee me in the groin. I shift my weight, using my size advantage to pin him against the wall. The gun is between us now, pressed against his chest as we strain against each other.

I wrench the gun away and step back, breathing hard. He's slumped against the wall, dazed, blood running from his nose and a cut above his eye. But his hand is already moving, reaching inside his jacket again.

A knife appears in his palm, the blade flicking open with a metallic click. He lunges forward with a wild slash that would have opened my throat if I hadn't jerked back.

I grab his knife hand, my fingers digging into the pressure points in his wrist. He drops the blade and throws a wild punch with his free hand. I catch that wrist, too, holding him spread-eagle against the wall.

He spits blood in my face and tries to knee me again. I step back and let him fall forward, then bring the gun down hard on the back of his skull. He drops to his knees, swaying.

For a moment, I think he's finished. Then, his hand moves again, this time toward an ankle holster I hadn't seen. A small pistol appears in his grip.

"Persistent bastard," I mutter.

I don't hesitate.

The shot echoes through the house like a thunderclap. The bullet takes him center mass, punching through his chest and slamming him back against the wall. The ankle gun clatters away across the floor.

He slides down slowly, leaving a red smear on the white paint. His eyes are still open, still aware, but his breathing is labored and blood froths at his lips.

I walk over and stand above him, the gun pointed at his head.

His mouth works soundlessly, trying to form words. Blood bubbles between his lips.

"This is for Audrey."

The second shot is final.

Silence falls, broken only by our ragged breathing. I turn to Audrey, scanning her for injuries.

“Are you okay, Princess?” I ask, my free hand cupping her face.

She nods, her eyes wide but clear. “You’re bleeding.”

I glance at my shoulder, noticing for the first time the spreading stain on my shirt. “It’s nothing. Through and through.”

“It’s not nothing.” She presses her hand against the wound, her touch gentle despite the firmness in her voice. “We need to get you help.”

“First, we need to get out of here.” I holster the gun and take her hand, leading her toward the stairs. “Marcus and Ben are waiting.”

We move through the house quickly, stepping over the body of a guard at the bottom of the stairs. Outside, the first hints of dawn streak the sky, turning the lake water to molten gold. Marcus and Ben stand by the tree line, weapons ready, bodies tense until they spot us.

“Thank God,” Ben says, lowering his rifle. “We heard shots.”

“Vega?” Marcus asks, his eyes going to my bloody shoulder.

“Dead.” I keep Audrey close to my side, unwilling to let go of her even for a second. “We need to move. Now.”

Marcus nods, already heading toward the boat. Ben falls in beside us, his eyes scanning the property for any remaining threats.

“Nice to see you again,” he says to Audrey, offering a smile that looks strangely like mine. “Though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

“Thank you for coming,” she responds, her voice steady despite everything she’s been through. “For helping him find me.”

“Family helps family,” Ben repeats my earlier words, his eyes meeting mine over her head. Something passes between us, an unspoken understanding, acceptance, a bridge across years of distance.

We reach the boat, Marcus already preparing to push off. I help Audrey in, then climb in beside her, pulling her against my side as Ben takes the oars. The pain in my shoulder throbs with each heartbeat, but I barely notice it. All that matters is the woman beside me, safe and whole.

As we glide across the lake, the rising sun painting the water in shades of pink and gold, Audrey turns her face up to mine. Her eyes are clear, determined, filled with a strength I’ve always seen in her but that shines even brighter now.

“It’s over,” she whispers, her hand finding mine. “We’re free.”

I pull her closer, pressing my lips to her forehead. “We were always free,” I tell her, the words rough with emotion I don’t bother hiding. “From the moment you walked into that hotel bar in San Diego. From the first time I touched you. You’ve been mine since then. Nothing’s changed that.”

She smiles, the first real smile I’ve seen since finding her in that locked room. “Take me home,” she says, resting her head against my chest. “Take me to our cabin.”

I look past her to the mountains rising in the distance, to the place where we’ll start our new life together. The sun breaks fully over the horizon, bathing everything in golden light. A new day. A new beginning.

“I’m already home,” I say, my arms tightening around her. “You’re my home now.”


TWENTY-SIX
AUDREY


Warmth encases me like a cocoon. Reign’s arm lies heavy across my waist, his fingers splayed possessively against my stomach even in sleep. I blink against the early morning light streaming through the cabin windows, taking in the mountain view that will witness our vows today.

Our wedding day.

The thought sends a little thrill through me, so different from the dread I felt when planning my ceremony with Gio. This is real. This is mine. This is us.

I shift slightly, just enough to see more of the mountains without disturbing Reign. Their peaks catch the morning sun, turning the snow caps golden. In just a few hours, we’ll stand in that clearing halfway up the slope, exchanging vows under the open sky. No church filled with society’s elite. No photographers from glossy magazines. No designer gown worth more than some people’s homes. Just us, a handful of friends, and a justice of the peace Marcus arranged.

Behind me, Reign’s breathing changes, deepening slightly. His arm tightens, drawing me back against the hard plane of his chest. Even unconscious, he needs to feel me, to hold me. The possessiveness that once might have seemed controlling now feels like sanctuary.

It’s been two weeks since the lakehouse. Two weeks since Reign came for me. Since Gio died by Reign’s hand when he tried to kill us both. The investigation closed yesterday. Self-defense, the detective said. Cut and dried. The bullet in Reign’s shoulder and the statement from Marcus left no room for doubt.

Reign shifts again behind me, his lips finding the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder.

“Morning,” he rumbles, voice rough with sleep and something darker, more primal.

“Morning,” I whisper back, tilting my head to give him better access.

His teeth graze my skin, sending shivers down my spine. “Last chance to back out, Princess. After today, you’re mine. Completely. Legally. Forever.”

I turn in his arms, needing to see his face. His eyes are dark, watching me with that intense focus that still makes my breath catch.

“I’m already yours,” I remind him, tracing the line of his jaw with my fingertips.

“But it’s different now. After today, everyone will know it. That you chose me.” His hand slides down my side. “That you belong to me.”

The caveman possessiveness in his voice sends heat pooling low in my belly. With Reign, belonging has never meant being owned. It’s means being cherished. Protected. Desired. Seen.

Loved.

“Do you regret it?” he asks, his hand pausing at my hip. “The small ceremony?”

I laugh, the sound soft in the quiet morning.

“Definitely not. I’ve had enough performances to last a lifetime.” I press closer, letting him feel the length of my body against his. “This is all I want. You. Our friends. No pretending for anyone.”

His hand resumes its journey, sliding beneath the T-shirt I slept in—his T-shirt, which swallows my smaller frame.

“Good,” he says, voice dropping to that register that makes my toes curl. “Because after today, you’re Mrs. Mitchell. My wife. Mine to protect. Mine to pleasure. Mine to fuck whenever and however I want.”

The crude words contrast with the gentle way his fingers trace patterns on my skin. This is Reign with his rough edges and tender center. Brutally honest but always deeply caring.

“And what does that mean?” I ask, my own hands sliding under his shirt to feel the warm skin and hard muscle beneath. “Being your wife?”

His eyes darken further.

“It means you never have to pretend again. Never have to be anyone but yourself.” His hand slides higher, skimming the underside of my breast. “It means I’ll destroy anyone who tries to hurt you. Who tries to control you.” His thumb brushes over my nipple, drawing a gasp from my lips. “It means I’ll spend every day making sure you know exactly how fucking perfect you are.”

I arch into his touch, my body responding to him with embarrassing eagerness. “And what does it mean for you?” I challenge, my nails scraping lightly down his chest. “Being my husband?”

A dangerous smile curves his lips.

“It means I’m the luckiest bastard alive.” He rolls suddenly, pinning me beneath him with his larger frame. “It means I get to wake up to this every morning. Get to touch you, taste you, whenever you’ll let me.” He lowers his head, his mouth a breath away from mine. “Which better be often, Princess, because I’m not sure I can keep my hands off you.”

As if to prove his point, he slides one hand into my sleep shorts. My legs part instinctively.

“Christ, Audrey,” he growls against my neck. “You’re soaked.”

“Only for you,” I whisper as his fingers find my center, circling with just the right pressure to make my breath catch. “Always for you.”

He works me with practiced skill, his mouth capturing mine in a kiss that’s equal parts tenderness and possession. I arch against his hand, already embarrassingly close to the edge. It’s always like this with him. Intense and overwhelming, like he knows my body better than I do.

“That’s it,” he murmurs against my lips. “Let me feel you come for your husband.”

The possessive claim in his words sends me spiraling, my body clenching around his fingers as pleasure washes through me in hot waves. He works me through it, his eyes never leaving mine, drinking in every gasp and moan like they’re sustenance.

“Beautiful,” he says when I finally come down, trembling and breathless. “So fucking beautiful when you fall apart for me.”

A sharp knock at the front door freezes us both.

“Reign? You up?” Marcus’s voice calls from outside. “Got the justice of the peace here early. Thought we’d go over the plan for today.”

Reign drops his forehead to mine, a string of creative curses leaving his lips. “Fucking timing,” he mutters, then raises his voice. “Give us fifteen minutes!”

“Make it twenty,” I whisper, sliding my hand beneath his waistband to find him hard and ready. “I’m not letting you walk out there like this.”

His eyes darken with renewed hunger. “Mrs. Mitchell making demands already?” But he’s already moving, pulling my shorts down my legs with efficient movements. “Better make it worth my while, Princess.”

I wrap my legs around his waist as he positions himself at my entrance. “I intend to,” I promise, pulling him down for another kiss. “For the rest of our lives.”

He pushes inside me with one smooth thrust, swallowing my cry with his mouth. As he begins to move, setting a rhythm that has my nails digging into his shoulders, I know with absolute certainty that I’ve made the right choice. That this man—complicated, protective, possessive, and utterly devoted—is exactly where I belong.

The rest of the world can wait. Right now, there’s just us, moving together in the golden mountain light of our wedding day.

Twenty minutes turns into thirty as we lose ourselves in each other completely. When Reign finally collapses beside me, both of us slick with sweat and breathing hard, I can’t help the satisfied smile that spreads across my face.

“Wow,” I murmur as Reign presses a kiss to my temple. “If that’s how you plan to start every morning as my husband, I might not survive the honeymoon.”

He laughs. “You better survive. I have plans for you.”

I giggle. “Plans, huh?”

“Extensive ones.” He flips me over. “Years worth.”

The pounding on the door starts again, more insistent this time.

“I know what you’re doing in there,” Marcus calls, his voice tinged with amusement. “But we’ve got a schedule to keep if you want to get married today.”

Reign groans but rolls out of bed, all powerful muscle and graceful movement. I take a moment to appreciate the view as he stretches, his naked body catching the morning light.

“Like what you see?” he asks, catching me staring.

“Very much.” I sit up, letting the sheet fall away. “Enough to make Marcus wait another twenty minutes.”

His eyes darken, but he shakes his head. “Later,” he promises. “After I make you my wife.”
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The forest path feels cool beneath my bare feet, pine needles and soft earth cushioning each step. My simple white dress—nothing like the designer monstrosity Lucille and Gio selected—floats around my calves in the mountain breeze.

Ahead of me, Violet and Iris walk the narrow trail, carrying small bouquets of wildflowers matched to the loose arrangement in my hands. Neither asked why I chose to walk barefoot, to feel the earth beneath me on this day. They understand what this represents.

My final step into something real, something mine.

The afternoon sun filters through the pine branches, casting dappled patterns that dance across our path. Violet glances back, offering a reassuring smile. She’s been my rock these past weeks, fierce in her defense of me when the tabloids painted me as the villain in Gio’s death. Iris walks beside her, vibrant and alive in a flowing teal dress she picked “to match the mountain sky, darling.” They’ve stood by me without question, these friends who saw the real me even when I was still learning who that was.

The path widens, and suddenly the clearing appears before us, a natural amphitheater surrounded by tall pines, with the snow-capped mountains rising beyond.

And there, beneath an arch woven with native flowers and greenery, stands Reign.

My breath catches at the sight of him. His powerful frame is barely contained by the dark suit he wears, the formal clothing somehow emphasizing rather than hiding the primal strength beneath. No tie, just an open-collared white shirt that reveals the hollow of his throat where I love to press my lips. His hair, usually tousled by my eager fingers, is combed back but still threatens to break free. But it’s his eyes that stop my heart. Piercing blue, locked on mine the moment I appear, darkening instantly with recognition, possession, desire.

Marcus stands beside him as best man, solid and steady as always. He’s been our constant support, handling the legal aftermath of the lakehouse, arranging for this private ceremony, ensuring our safety while the media frenzy over Gio’s death slowly fades. His wife Lainey sits in one of the few chairs arranged before the arch.

And there, in the front row, sits Ben—the unlikely ally who became family in the span of a single night. The man who helped his brother rescue me, who stood guard over the cabin afterward, who defended us to the press when questions arose about the “security consultant” who killed the renowned businessman Gio Vega. Now, he’s here to witness me become part of his family officially, his expression a mixture of happiness for his brother and lingering protectiveness that reminds me so much of Reign.

Violet and Iris reach the arch first, taking their places opposite Marcus. Then I’m walking alone, my bare feet pressing into sun-warmed grass, my eyes never leaving Reign’s.

When I reach him, Reign doesn’t wait for the justice of the peace to prompt him. His hand reaches for mine, large and warm and slightly rough, fingers threading through mine with that perfect combination of gentleness and possession that defines him.

“You’re beautiful,” he says, voice low enough that only I can hear. “Mine.”

The simple claim sends heat spiraling through me, even now, even here. The justice clears his throat, beginning the brief ceremony we requested. The words wash over me—commitment, partnership, unity—but all I can focus on is Reign’s thumb tracing small circles on my palm, the intensity of his gaze that hasn’t left mine.

When it’s time for vows, Reign speaks without notes, without hesitation. His voice carries through the clearing, unapologetic in its raw honesty.

“Audrey, I claim you today as my wife, my partner, mine to protect and possess.” No softening of his language, no concession to our small audience. Just Reign, honest and direct as always. “I promise to stand between you and anything that would harm you. I promise to give you the freedom to be exactly who you are, to never cage the spirit I fell in love with.” His hand tightens on mine. “I promise to want you, need you, crave you every day of our lives together. To never take for granted that you chose me, that you fought for us.” His voice drops slightly, roughening with emotion. “I promise to be the man you deserve. Honest, faithful, and yours completely.”

When my turn comes, I speak just as directly, my voice steady despite the emotion tightening my throat.

“Reign, I choose you today as my husband, my protector, my home.” I hold his gaze, letting him see the certainty in mine. “I promise to stand beside you through whatever comes, to fight for us as fiercely as you fought for me. I promise to never hide from you, to be as real and honest as you’ve always been.” My voice softens slightly. “I promise to belong to you by choice, not obligation. To choose you every day just as I’m choosing you now.” I squeeze his hand. “I promise to want you, need you, crave you with the same intensity that still takes my breath away. To be yours completely, just as you are mine.”

The justice speaks again, but I barely hear him. Reign’s eyes have darkened further, that familiar heat building between us even in this moment, this place. When Marcus hands him the ring—a simple gold band so different from the ostentatious diamond Gio placed on my finger—Reign slides it home with possessive satisfaction, his fingers lingering on mine as if he can’t bear to break contact.

I do the same for him, the gold band a perfect contrast against his tanned skin. The weight of it, the visual claim of it, sends a thrill of satisfaction through me that matches the one I see in his eyes.

“By the power vested in me by the state of Montana, I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the justice concludes. “You may kiss the bride.”

The formal phrase barely leaves his lips before Reign pulls me against him, one hand at my waist, the other tangling in my hair. His mouth claims mine with controlled violence, the kiss more possession than celebration. I melt against him, my arms winding around his neck as my body molds to his. The small audience, the mountain setting, the entire world fades away until there’s only this—his mouth on mine, his body hard against me, the promise of everything we’ll do once we’re alone.

When we finally break apart, both breathless, I see the same dazed happiness in his eyes that I feel coursing through me. The small group of friends applauds, Iris wolf-whistling with characteristic boldness. But I can focus only on the man before me, on the gold band circling my finger, on the knowledge that I am no longer Audrey Worthington by birth or the almost-Audrey Vega by arrangement.

I am Audrey Mitchell by choice. And for the first time in my life, I am exactly where I want to be.
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The End
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