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Arden

| am so damn nervous, and | don’t know why. | have known for months that when
Levi had abreak in cases, he would bring me on. The time has come, and today is my
first day. | have done everything | need to do to become a private investigator; | just
need field hours. In the last few months, | focused a lot on strength training. Every
morning at four, | meet Levi at the gym.

| met him through college in my final semester when he came to talk about serial
crimes. Although he has never worked as a detective, he has done the research to
investigate. His primary goal with serial crimes is to recover bodies. Active crimes
obviously go to city detectives, but he will also take on cold cases when he is
contracted by the city. This means he is the perfect man to learn from. The moment
he stopped talking, | jumped up and asked if he took on trainees. He said no because
newbies slow him down. So, then | proceeded to visit him every day at his office until
he finaly said yes. He was clear that not only would he push me, but he expected me
to be able to keep up with him. | said | wanted to get better with physical fitness, but
all people wanted to do with me was focus on weight loss, not muscle gain. He said
to pick agym, and he would meet me every morning.

| am wide awake and on my way to the gym. | am so excited, but this man... heis so
damn grumpy. Levi is aso dangerously hot, and | have definitely caught feelings for
him. His energy is magnetic, and | can't get enough of him, no matter how little he
smiles.

| walk into the gym and go back to the locker room to set my bag down. It's always
so fucking hot in here, so | usually wear spandex shorts, a sports bra, and a drop



armhole tank top. When | step out of the locker room, | am quickly reminded why |
hate wearing this here. | picked the creepiest gym, and if it weren't for the fact that |
stick with Levi, | would never come here alone.

“Good morning,” | say, walking up behind Levi.

“Hey,” he says with a half-smile. | will take it. He must be in a good mood today. |
have seen him every day for six months, and | can tell what his mood is based on the
kind of expression on his face. I'm like a grunt translator now too. He sounds

different to express different things.

“Well, well, aren’'t you just a chipper little peach today, Levi,” | say proudly, and he
actually smiles. Like afull-on grin. That makes me giddy.

“Ready?’ he asks.

“To get tortured by you?’ | ask. “Always.”

“You know the drill. Cardio first,” he says. | decide not to complain today, and we go
toward the treadmill. He sets mine up because he knows | will cheat the moment he
lets me pick the setting. He starts us out with a fast-paced walk on a slight incline.
“No complaining today?’

“Nope. It'sagood day today,” | say.

“Mmm. | miss whiney Arden,” he smirks and speeds mine up to force me to start
running. | immediately reach over and bump his up so he has to run with me, making

him chuckle.

“Sorry, Levi. You're smiling. I'm in agood mood. It'sagood day,” | say as| run.



“Mhmm,” he grunts.

“There he is. | thought I'd never hear that famous grunt,” | remark. Instead of
responding, he speeds mine up before his own.

He's a fucking sadist. A sexy and ripped sadist. He is hardly breaking a sweat, yet
I’m fucking dying. | won't stop, though. | haven’'t so far, and | don’t plan to now.

| owe Levi so much after he helped me with Wilder and putting that psycho bitch in
jail. After Tina plead guilty, she was given twenty years with a possibility of parole
after ten. Macie and Wilder finally had areal wedding afew weeks later, and | forced
Levi to come celebrate. He usualy keeps me at arm’s length, but when he lets
himself relax, | am able to get closer. | will be as patient as | need to be for him to
really let mein.

Once we are done running, we go to the decline sit-ups. | am usualy in a lower
setting, so | am wide-eyed when he increases it to nearly what he does. “Are you
trying to kill me?!”

“Woas that a complaint, Arden?’ he asks.

“No,” | say. “Nope. Let’sdo it.”

| put my feet in place to lock me in position before laying back. | am upside down,
and | start to doubt if | can do this. “Let’s start with ten. Let’sgo.”

“Ugh!” | groan. | cross my arms over my chest to touch my shoulders before | sit up.
“Fuck!”

“There ya go. You've got it. Keep going,” he encourages. | do another, and he
continues to praise me. “That’s it. Keep going, Arden. Four down. Come on!”



“Ah. It hurts,” | whine.

“Come up. Pull yourself up, Arden. Let's do it,” he pushes. “Five. Let’s go... SIX...
you'’ ve got this, girl. Keep going. Seven...”

“I can't,” | groan. | try but can't get myself up again.

“Tighten your core, Arden. Come on,” he says. He lays his hand on my lower belly,
and it’s like a burst of energy. | sit up again but can’'t hold myself as | lower back
down.

“Fuck,” | growl

“There ya go. Up. Come on. Push, Arden. Almost there,” he says, keeping his hand
on my belly. It reminds me to engage my core muscles rather than using just my back
muscles. | don’'t know what it is, but my core is weak as fuck. “One more, Arden.
Let'sgo.”

“Ugh!” | complain but force myself up.

“There ya go. Push, Arden. Come on. Up. Just a little more... Alright. Slow. Don’t
drop... Thereyago. Good girl,” he says, offering me his hand. He helps me up, and |
put my hands on my knees to catch my breath.

“You did well, Arden. I’'m proud of you,” he says, patting my back.

“You are an evil, evil man,” | groan and stand up.

“Get some water and breathe. Y our face looks like atomato,” he says.

“Well, fuck you too, buddy,” | say, and he chuckles as he hands me his bottle.



“Thank you. | should get my own bottle. I'm always stealing yours.”

“l don't mind,” he says simply. “You need to remember to breathe when you are
pushing yourself like that.”

“I forget,” | say. “I know that sounds dumb.”

“It doesn’t. You are focused on other things,” he says. “I'll remind you. Want to do
some squats?”’

“No, but you' re going to make me anyway,” | say.

“You know me so well, Arden,” he says, taking asip of his water and closing the lid.
We go over to the bar, and he gets set up while | stand back and watch.

| can see in the mirror that there is a man behind me with his phone out, and it looks
like he is taking a picture of me. | turn my body so he can't get a full picture of my
ass. | don't know what else to do because freaks like him rarely take it well when
confronted. | look directly at him, hoping it will make it known that | can see what
he' s doing, but eventually | give up, and my mood changes drastically.

“Okay. Let's get it, girl,” Levi says. | position myself, and he stands behind me with
his hands out at my sides to spot me. “Keep your back straight. Use your legs,
Arden.”

| drop deep and grit my teeth and nearly growl as | push back up. “There ya go.
That’s great, Arden. Four more.”

One by one, my anger at the brazen motherfucker taking a video gets let out. He is
being so obvious about it, too. “ Shit, that’'s heavy,” | huff as| rack my weights.



“That was one hundred and fifty pounds, Arden. Good job,” he says, giving me a
high five. “We will keep today short since | am pushing you so hard. Let’s do some
deadlifts and finish out cardio.”

“Kay, | say.

“What’swrong?’ he asks, turning to look at me.

“That asshole has been taking pictures and videos of me the whole time we' ve been
over here. It'sjust getting to me,” | say. “It'snot abig... Levi!”

Levi turns with no hesitation and walks over. The guy triesto put his phone away, but
it is snatched out of his hand. He taps around for a second but | slap my hand over my
mouth when Levi abruptly throws the phone across the room and it smashes against
the wall. The man runs over to grab the remnants of his phone before leaving and
Levi comes back and helps me wipe everything down and put the weights away.

“Get your stuff. Let’'s go grab some breakfast and we can shower at the office,” he
says, gently squeezing my shoulder. | simply nod and scurry off to the locker room.

When | come out, Levi iswaiting for me. “Ready?’

“Mhmm.”

“Arden?’ Levi says, narrowing his eyes at me. “I’'m the grumpy one, remember?’

| shrug, and he sighs before we turn and walk out of the gym. | toss my bag in the
back seat, and before | can get into my car, he grabs my hips and pushes me back

against the door. “I scared you, didn’t I’?’ he asks.

“Uh. | don’t know. | don’t think it was you. He was just... He reminded me of



someone, isall. I’'m sorry,” | apologize.

“Don’'t apologize. Y ou've done nothing wrong, Arden. I'm sorry if | frightened you.
He... took alot of photos,” he says.

“Gross,” | frown.

“Let’sgo to the office,” he says.
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Levi

| can hear her showering and knowing she is over there naked with her hands all over
her beautiful body... it’'stoo much. My cock is painfully hard, and there is no willing
it to go down thistime. | shame myself as| start stroking my cock, imagining myself
going into her shower and fucking her senseless. | steer clear of relationships, and |
have had no desire to consider them... until her. Until she forced her way into my life
and rooted herself inside my brain. | am drawn to her in away | haven’'t experienced
since... No. | won't compare her. That’s not fair.

Let’s be honest, though. Arden is one of akind; she is smart, strong, and feral . God,
she is such a fucking brat, and | am constantly wanting to put her ass over my knee.
When | touch her and hear how her breath catches... Fuck . | know she wantsiit too. |
won't rglect it, but | won't feel it out either. If it’s meant to happen, it’'ll happen.

| place my hand on the wall and stroke myself faster. | listen to her hum and sigh
quietly to herself, but it's her fucking voice that sends me straight to the edge. “Why
do you have showers here?’ Arden asks.

“Uhm... For this reason. In case anyone needs a shower. Search and rescue can get
dirty,” | choke out, but | don’t stop. The barbells of my piercings are rubbing against
my palm, and it makes my body jerk. Fuck, what | wouldn’t give to have this girl on
her knees so | can fuck her throat. Something about making her nearly throw up from
my brutality has my balls tightening. Jesus, | bet she is incredible with her mouth.
The waves break, and my orgasm finally washes over me, and | come. My ears are
ringing, and it takes me a second to force the images of her sucking my cock out of
my mind before | can function.



“Y ou okay?’

“Y egh. Why?”

“1 just thought | heard... Never mind. I'm just about done,” she says. | say nothing
because | know she heard me moan. | tried not to, but imagining her on my cock...
Fuck, that’s amazing.

| grab my towel from outside the shower after shutting the water off and wrap it
around my waist. | step out and immediately realize | should have waited. | run
directly into Arden. She nearly falls over herself as she spins around to face me. She
looks absolutely stunned, but that fades as her eyes drag down my body, and that
fera little brat brings out something lustful.

“What happened?’ she asks softly as her fingers lightly trace a scar on my abdomen.
“l was shot,” | say. “It’s what made me go from being an active Marine to this.”
“Damn. I’'m sorry,” she frowns. “But, I’'m kinda not surprised you were aMarine.”

“Oh?’

“It's the hair,” she grins. “I need to get dressed. You look far too tempting right now
for me to not try and persuade you to touch me.”

“1t wouldn'’t take much convincing,” | say honestly before stepping out of the shower
area so | can grab my clothes and get dressed. When I’m done, | leave and go to my
office.

| brought in another desk so she can work in here. Partly because I'm a selfish bastard
and | want her close, but also because it makes the most sense that she doesn’'t have



to come find me anytime she needs something.

After afew minutes, Arden joins me with damp hair. She's only wearing tight jeans
and a simple T-shirt, but damn, she can make anything look sexy. I’'m leading with
my dick right now, and I’'m trying to not lead that inside of her. She wants to learn,
not get fucked over my desk like I am some kind of beast. She would sound so
amazing laid out on my desk with my face buried in her cunt. The way | could make
that woman sing for me...

“S0..." she startsto ask.

“Don’'t ask unless you are prepared for my answer,” | say simply as | flip through
paperwork.

“Right... | mean... Fuck it... Did you moan? Because it sounded like a moan. Not
that | have heard alot of men moaning, but enough to know that you were...”

“That | waswhat?’ | ask when she stops talking.

“You were jerking off,” she says bluntly.

“Do you redly want to have this conversation, Arden?’ | ask, sitting back to look at
her. | can see her contemplating. | ssimply look back at my computer and continue
clicking through my email.

“Why?" she asks. | don’t have an answer for her because why would | jerk off with
her five feet away? Why have | ever jerked off with her on my mind? How am |
supposed to tell her that | crave to be around her? I'm afraid of taking a step too close
and falling headfirst in love with her. | don’t have the willpower to pull away because
| am addicted to the way she smiles at me. It's been so long since someone has lit up
my world, but she does. She shines bright and makes me believe that thereislife after



|oss.

“What do you mean?’ | ask, not looking up at her.

“Why did you do that?’

“Dowhat?’ | ask.

“Really? Why did you do that?’

“Dowhat?’ | ask again.

“Goddamn it, Levi,” she snaps. | smirk at my computer and ignore her, which only
pisses her off more. “What kind of fucking game are you playing?’

“What do you mean?’ | ask.

“Will you fucking look at me?’ she asks. | sigh and sit back in my chair. She
deserves an explanation and to feel safe, but | don’t know how to explain that despite
the desperate urge to fuck her unconscious every time she gets an attitude or acts like
abrat, | would never force her. “Why would you do that?’

“Why not?” | ask. That was a dumbass response. Why not? Because it's
Inappropriate.

“You keep me at arm’ s length and never let me close to you, but you you'll jerk off in
the shower next to me?’ she says. “ Six fucking months, Levi. | see you every fucking

day and | don’t even know your favorite color.”

“Yellow,” | say.



“What?’ she asks. “ Yellow?”

“It was my daughter’s favorite color,” | say. | am surprised | even mention Melody,
but | see rage flash in her eyes and | realize that she doesn’t know.

“What?" she yells a me. “You have a child? Do you even give a shit about me? |
know nothing about you. You are grumpy as fuck all the time, and apparently you
don’t fucking trust—"

| see the anxiety and | recognize the spiral. | stand and tears roll down her cheeks.
“Arden,” | say. “Slow down.”

“Why am | here?’ she asks. “Why am | here if you don’t even trust me enough to tell
me you have a child? Or are you one of those shit parents who just wants the title of
dad?’

| take her face between my hands, and she is fighting back sobs. “ She' s dead, Arden,”
| say. Arden stops and her eyes go wide.

“I'mso sorry. | didn’t...” she starts to apologize.

“Her name was Melody. She would have been fourteen years old, but she died when
she was five,” | explain. “1 had a wife named Charlotte, and she's dead, too. | don't
talk about them because it hurts. | was there and | couldn’t save them. | trust you, but
| don’t trust that | won't immediately go to a bar and drink the memory of my wife
and daughter being raped and killed in front of me away.”

“I’m so sorry,” she saystearfully. “I didn’t know. I’'m so...”

| cut her off by hugging her and her body shakes. Right now, | am realizing that
someone has hurt her. This isn't just heartbreak, this is a memory being triggered.



Does Wilder know someone has broken Arden?

“Shhh,” | say. “Breathe. It's okay.”

“I"'m sorry. | don't know why...” | hold her face again and wipe away her tears. “I’'m
not trying to be selfish. | didn’t mean to...”

“Someone has hurt you before,” | say. She is reluctant, but nods. “We all have
trauma, pretty girl. Wejust carry it differently.”

“You were there?’ | ask. “You don't have to answer.”

“Yeah,” | say. “Charlotte’s ex stalked her. He had been silent for a long time. He
thought | was out of the country still, so he broke in. | was still healing from the
gunshot wound, so | was on pain medicine. By the time | woke up, | was tied up. |
watched as he violently raped both of them for... hours. Eventually, he shot them and
then himself.”

“That’s awful,” she sniffs. “I’m so sorry.”

“Arden, honey. You are the first person | have made space for in my life since that
day. It feels natural to be close to you... to touch you... But | have no ideawhat | am
doing anymore. | don’t do relationships, | do one-night stands and never talk to them
again. But you... You are addictive,” he says. “Yes, | moaned. | was doing exactly
what you think | was doing. | don’t know why, but | did. | would never hurt you and
I’m sorry that | was inappropriate. | shouldn’t have done that.”

“I"'m not upset,” she says. “I just... You are a confusing man, Levi. You have no
problem touching me, but never too much. | see the way you look at me, but you
never let me get close.”



“If I let you get close, I'll never be able to let you go, Arden. I’m not strong enough
to let you go,” | say.

“Do you want me here?’

“Absolutely,” | say. “I think you are brilliant and capable of so much. | enjoy your
company, and I’ d like to think you enjoy mine.”

“1 do,” she says. “Why did you throw that guy’s phone?’

“He was taking pictures of your ass, and it pissed me off,” | say simply. | won't
mention the vile comments he was making. I’ [| be too tempted to go find the fucker.

“Oh,” she says. “I don’'t know what to say now.”
“1 will try my best to be appropriate,” | say. “I want to offer for you to come to my
house to train because | have a home gym, but | don't want to make you

uncomfortable.”

“You don't make me feel uncomfortable,” she laughs. “I mean... you do, but not in a
bad way.”

“What do you mean?’ | ask.

“lI mean... When you touch my lower belly like that... I'm just a girl with a filthy
mind who is attracted to a grumpy man who could break my assin half.”

| laugh heartily, and she grins. “How about this? Let’s start being open about things
and just see where it goes. No forcing things either way, we just continue on.”

“And you want me in your house?’ she asks.



“Pretty girl, | want you in my bed and on any other surface | can sit your cute little
ass on,” | say bluntly. “Yes, I’d feel better with you not being in that gym full of
perverts. You picked the sleaziest gym in the city.”

“Where do you live?’ she asks.

“On Franklin Street, afew miles from here. Why?”’

“1 live like forty-five minutes away with my parents,” she says. “Just thinking about
how early I'd have to get up.”

“Just an idea. At aminimum, I’d like you to move gyms,” | say. “You live with your
parents?”’

“Yeah. Yeah,” she sighs. “I know. It's weird and slobbish. | just... | used to live by
myself, but | couldn’t doit.”

“Something happened?’ | ask, and she nods. “I won't push, but know that | am not
judging.”

“Wilder offered for me to live with them, but | just can’'t,” she says. | can tell she
wants to say more but doesn’t.

“We can try it out and just see how you like the drive, or we can pick something else.
| just want you to be comfortable.”

“That place creeps me out,” she admits. “1 would never go there without you.”
“Good,” | say. “Let’s get your paperwork settled. While you fill that out, | will go

through my email and see if there are any case requests that are more pressing than
the others.”



“Okay,” she sayswith asmile.
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Arden

Once all my paperwork isfilled out, Levi moves me to sit with him so he can explain
how he prioritizes emails and cases. He has received a ton of requests, but there are
many things he isn’'t able to do. He does have access to a lab though, so he can send
off samples, but if things go to court, | am sure it would make things more difficult to
prove that nothing was tampered with.

| do my best to stay focused on the task at hand rather than his admission of wanting
me. | have no reason to think he would ever do anything to hurt me, but | once trusted
someone on the deepest possible level, and they broke me. | am broken, and | don’t
know how to repair the gaping holes he left behind in my soul.

| keep telling myself that | am confused, but | am not. Some part of me has known for
months that he was attracted to me. | just chose to ignore it. | enjoyed his subtle
remarks, his praise, and the touches that always seem to linger. | saw the signs, but it
aways brought with it a wave of paranoia that | have yet to figure out how not to
send me into an anxiety attack. | can’t be hurt like that by someone | trust again
because | simply will not surviveit.

| was nineteen and saw the world through rose-colored glasses. | thought | was
invincible, and that nothing bad could ever truly happen to me. Boy, was | dead
fucking wrong. Not only did bad things happen to me, but | never got justice. | never
found out the truth because the police didn’'t believe me. | wasn't injured, so | must
have just hooked up and regretted it. Never mind that | was drunk off my ass, and he
had a mask on. Never mind that even drunk, | was positive about the identity of the
man who had held me captive in my own apartment for three days. This horrific event



led me to want to become a private investigator. | didn’t want to be a detective and be
bound by department rules. | wanted to work for the victims and their loved ones. |
wanted to make area difference and actually care about finding the real truth, not the
truth that the government is notorious for spoon-feeding the public. Only Macie
knows the truth about what happened during those three days because after | was
immediately shut down by the police when | went to report the events, | decided |
wanted to keep it to myself. My parents let me move back in with no questions asked
and haven’t pushed meto leave.

| realize that | am completely zoned out, thinking about everything that happened to
me during those three days. When my eyes meet Levi’s, | see familiarity. “Where did
you go?’ he asks.

“I’'m sorry,” | say, dropping my gaze to my handsas| pick at my nails.

“Don’t be. You were triggered and | understand that more than you know,” he says.
“Where did you go?’

“To my old apartment... When | lived alone,” | say, sniffing back tears.

“l won't push unless you want me to, Arden. | just want you to know that you don’t
haveto keepitin.”

“1 just don’t want you to think that my paranoia has anything to do with you,” | say
tearfully. “I swore | would never tell anyone after being called aliar... and | haven't.
Not even Wilder knows... Only Macie.”

“l don’t think you are aliar, Arden.”

“You don’'t even know what happened,” | say with a snide tone.



“l don't need to, sweetheart. | recognize the pain on your face right now. | see how
the memories are flashing through your eyes, and the reel never stops rolling,” he
says, taking my hands into his so | will stop picking at my nails. “Do you want to
explain?’

“Yes,” | say tearfully, making myself look up at him.

“Start Slow,” he says. “Keep your eyes on me so you can't get lost in the memories.”

“Okay,” | say. “I was nineteen, and | had my own apartment. | broke up with my
boyfriend a few days prior because his temper was scaring me, and he threw me
against a wall when we got into a fight. Caleb accepted it and left, so | didn’t think
anything of it... Macie and | had a fake ID, so we had gone out with some friends.
The bar was only afew blocks from my apartment, so | walked home. | was tipsy, but
not shit-faced drunk... | was so oblivious that | didn't even know someone was
following me. | never imagined that anything bad could happen, so | didn't pay
attention. When | got to my door, | heard movement behind me. | opened the door
only to turn around and get shoved backward into my apartment by a man in a ski
mask.”

The emotions are choking me out, so he stops me for a moment by hugging me.
“Breathe, Arden. You are safe,” he encourages softly. When | relax, we pull apart and
he resumes holding my hands to prevent me from pulling my nails off.

“1 froze for a second and he came in and locked the door... | finally moved and | tried
to crawl away, but... he grabbed me up off the floor and took me straight to my
bedroom. He knew exactly where it was. He used his belt to tie my arms to the
headboard before finding a scarf to cover my eyes and duct tape over my mouth,” |
explain. “He wasn’t violent in the sense that he caused injury. | remember hearing the
condom wrappers and the lube... He raped me over and over again. If it wasn't him
fucking me, he was using toys on me... My own toys... He knew exactly where to



find them... He just... kept me on that bed. He'd let me up to take me to the
bathroom every few hours. Outside of water, he offered me nothing else... | spent
three days being raped and forced to come, and | would be willing to bet my life that
it was Caleb... He drugged me at some point because | woke up early Tuesday
morning and he was gone. He left absolutely nothing behind... | called the police and
had the rape exam done. Nothing came back. It didn’t prove rape, only that | maybe
had rough sex at most. The detectives told me that sometimes we do things we regret,
and this should be alesson on why | shouldn’t be drinking.”

“That’s aload of bullshit,” he frowns.

“lI never told anyone because | didn't have proof. It was my word against no
evidence. | never saw his face and he never spoke, but | knew. | knew it was him.
Caleb wasthefirst person | ever had sex with. He was my first real boyfriend... | was
going to marry him, or so | thought. His temper got worse and worse, until | no
longer recognized him. Macie is the only person I’ve ever told, and she only knows
because she cornered me and made me tell her. She is like a bloodhound when it
comes to noticing if someone is upset. She promised me she wouldn’t say anything
until | was ready... So, | moved back in with my parents. | don’'t date, but | do sleep
with people. | coped by being a giant whore, so maybe that wasn’t the smartest thing
to do.”

“It's normal,” he says. “Hypersexuality after arape is extremely common. For some,
it can be an impulse to seek those situations out to try to find some sort of control. It
may be something you don’'t actually want to do, but you do it as a way of being in
charge of what happensto your body.”

“Isit normal to get men to hold me down and fuck me while | fight them? Because |
do that too,” | say bluntly.

“Yes, Arden,” he smiles. “It’'s called consensual non-consent, and it is a kink shared



among a large number of sexual assault survivors. It's risky to do it with someone
you don't fully trust, but it's still healthy and normal. It doesn't mean you wanted
those awful things to happen to you, it just means that you want to be able to have a
say in what happens to your body. You have a safe word and a way out, but you get
to explore. There is no correct way to respond to trauma, Arden. | drank like a fish
and fucked anything that had a pussy attached to it when Charlotte and Melody were
murdered. Was it healthy for me to do that? No, but it isanormal reaction to trauma.”

“How long have you been sober?’ | ask.

“Seven months,” he says.

“You... Did you stop drinking when | bugged the shit out of you until you agreed to
let me come here?’

“l1 did,” he says. “I kept saying no because | was afraid that my drinking would affect
my work and ruin you. | was aso afraid of letting you get close and me liking you.”

“Do you regret taking me on?”’

“No,” he says. “I decided that instead of telling you no because | drank so much, that
| would tell you yes and just stop drinking. | was grumpy because | was going
through withdrawals after drinking heavily for so long. | focused on helping you train
and working cases. | purged my house of everything, and | decided that | wanted to
get back to the reason | was doing this.”

“Why did you start?’
“Because if investigators had done their jobs to begin with, they would have found

the evidence of Charlotte being stalked by a man who had a very long history of
domestic abuse, aggravated stalking, and being involved in the suspicious deaths of



his ex-girlfriends. | would still have my wife and daughter, and he'd be in jail,” Levi
explains.

“1 wanted to do this because | wanted to help people when the cops were too biased
to giveashit,” | say. “I started researching and found that the vast mgjority of rapists
will never seetheinside of ajail cell for their crimes. That didn’t sit right with me, so
| decided to try and make a difference.”

“1 likethat,” he smiles. “Now... What exactly triggered you?’

“1 want to believe that you want me for me and not for how you can use me,” | say.
“1t’s hard for me to trust, but | am so fucking drawn to you that it’s conflicting. | feel
as though | should run for the hills, but | don’t want to. | am completely willing to let
you hurt me just so | can be near you, and that scares the shit out of me.”

“And when | threw the phone, it reminded you of Caleb,” he says, and | nod. “I'm
sorry my temper scared you, Arden. | will do whatever | need to prove to you that |
will never hurt you. | understand the paranoia because it feels like letting you in is
setting myself up to lose you. | am finding with you that avoidance is not healing me
or protecting me. It's making me a prisoner of my own mind and that is no way to
live. Charlotte would not want that for me.”

“What was she like?’ | ask.

“She was a lot like you,” he remarks with a chuckle. “She was a giant brat, but she
was so sweet and kindhearted.”

“And Melody’ s favorite color was yellow,” | say. “Why?’

“She always told me that yellow reminded her of happiness and her mother and |
made her the happiest,” he says. “ She was... so sweet and so smart.”



“I’'m sorry you lost them,” | say. “No one should ever have to experience that. The
fact you had to seeit...”

“Hearing my little girl scream like that... Begging me to help her... It haunts my
fucking dreams,” he admits. “I’d get so goddamn drunk so it would drown out the
sound of her crying and the way Charlotte begged him to let Melody live... The last
thing Charlotte said before he killed her was her telling Melody that she and daddy
loved her so much. She was practically lying on top of her, shielding her. Even for
her age, | think Melody understood what was about to happen. When Charlotte said
that, she just said that she loved us too and buried her face in Charlotte's chest. Tyler
then shot them back-to-back before putting the gun in his mouth... he never looked at
me... Acknowledged me... | taunted him and said everything | could think of to try
and get him to turn his anger on me instead, but he didn’t. | laid there like that for
nearly two days before my brother showed up to check on us after not getting a call
back.”

“You have abrother?’ | ask.

“Mhmm. | haven't talked with any of my family since the funeral, though. Not sure if
they’d want to see me at this point,” he says. “Even saying that, | know it's not true.
They all take turns calling me every few days. They leave me voicemails and tell me
what’ s going on. Jett texts me every single day and has for the last ten years.”

“Why won't you talk to them?’ | ask. “I’m sorry for asking so many questions.

“It's okay. It's surprisingly easy to talk to you,” he says. “I was adrunk and | didn’t
want them to see what grief had done to me, even with the success of this business.”

“Well, you are sober now, so text him back,” | say. “Clearly they love you.”

“I’ll makeyou adeal,” he says. “For the sake of healing.”



“Okay...."” | say carefully.

“1 will go see my family if you tell Wilder and your parents,” he says.

“Okay,” | shrug and pull out my phone. He seems a bit shocked when | call Wilder.

“Hey,” Wilder answers.

“Hey. Hold on, I’'m going to call Mom and Dad and add them to the call,” | say. | tap
around and join the calls as soon as my mom answers. “Hey, Mom. |s Dad there?’

“Yeah, baby. What's up?’ she asks.

“I have Wilder on the line. Wilder, is Macie there?”’

“Yeah. What’'swrong?’ my brother asks.

“S0... | made adeal with Levi, so | am going to trauma dump on everyone rea fast,”
| say.

“You told Levi about Caleb?’ Macie asks.

“I did,” | say.

“l am so proud of you, Arden,” Macie says happily.

“1 would love to know why we are talking about that little fucker,” Wilder says.
“What did he do?’

The emotions hit me, and | start crying as soon as | start explaining, but Levi holds
my hand while | talk. | keep my eyes on him as my phone sits on his desk on



speakerphone. My family is quiet and lets me get everything out. When | am done,
Wilder isthefirst to talk.

“I’m so sorry, Arden,” Wilder says. “I’'m glad you had Macie to talk to about it. | am
also proud of you for opening up with us.”

“What was the deal?”” Macie asks. | look at Levi, and he speaks up so that | don’t
have to.

“1 opened up to Arden about me losing my wife and daughter ten years ago,” he says.
“They were assaulted and murdered in front of me, | wanted her to know so that she
understood why | am the way | am. | expressed that | haven't seen my family since
because | was drinking heavily until | met her, so we made a deal that she would tell
you all and | would visit my family.”

“I love that,” Macie says happily. “Y ou should take her with you.”

“Wait...” | say.

“That’s a great idea,” Levi says with agrin. “I’ll do it tonight so | can’t talk myself
out of it.”

“Good timing because we won't be home tonight either,” Mom says.

“1 love this so much. If he takes you home to meet his family, does that mean you are
dating?’ Macie asks.

“Yes,” Wilder laughs.

“Jesus,” | say. “I love you guys. Goodbye.”



“Text me,” Macie laughs.

When the call ends, Levi smilesat me. “What?’ | ask.

“I"m proud of you, Arden,” he says.

“Text your brother,” | say.

“Fair is fair,” he says, laying his phone on the desk in front of us. | watch as he
navigates to Jett’'s contact before he stops. | gently grab his hand and squeeze,
triggering him to press the call button and place the call on speaker.

“What’swrong? Are you okay?’ A man answers.

“Hey to you too, little brother,” Levi says. “Got a second?’

“1 have all the seconds in the world, Levi. How are you?’

“Nothing iswrong. Relax, Jett,” Levi says gently. “Look... I’'m not going to bullshit
here. Okay?’

“Oookay,” Jett says.

“ After Charlotte and Melody died, | turned into a drunk and | was ashamed of who |
had become. | did start my own Pl business and have somehow managed to make that
into something successful, but... A really specia woman came into my life and
motivated me to get sober. | haven't had a drink in seven months and she is
encouraging me to reach out to y’all.”

“I love her already. When do you want to meet up?’



“If |1 give you an address, can you get Mom and Dad there without telling them? |
want it to be asurprise,” Levi says.

“Oh, for sure. And | should probably go ahead and fess up... | totally stalk you,” he
laughs. | know where your office is and everything.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. | sometimes think | have seen you in that coffee shop
across the road,” Levi laughs. “I listen to everything you guys send me. | read every
text... I'm not perfect and you all didn't deserve that, but... | was drowning for a
long time.”

“You watched them get raped and murdered. | don't know anyone who would take
that well, Levi,” Jett says. “No one ever blamed you. If we did, we would have
hunted you down. Mom told us all of the time that when you were ready, you'd come
back. Y ou have always processed things alone, and thisis no different.”

“Yeah, | guess,” Levi says.

“S0... Who'sthis miracle worker of awoman?’ Jett asks.

“Her name is Arden,” Levi says, smiling at me. “I met her when | was giving a
lecture at the college. She then proceeded to bug the shit out of me until | agreed to
take her on so she could get field hours to get certified as a Pl. | made her start with
physical training but today is her first day in the office.”

“Oh, so she's Charlotte,” Jett says.

“She and Charlotte share some similar qualities,” Levi laughs. Seeing the way his

smile reaches his eye warms my heart. “Not that | am intentionally comparing her to
my dead wife.”



“Meh. I’ ve been compared to worse,” | say.

“It’ s nice to meet you, Arden. Will you be there tonight?’ Jett asks.

“Yes,” Levi answers for me.

“Are you two dating?’

“We are just exploring things right now,” Levi says.

“Oh, that is your bullshit way of saying yes, but you are too nervous to admit it,” Jett
laughs. “1 will bug you more in person. What time?”’

“Six okay?I’ll make dinner,” Levi says.

“Sounds good. Thank you for calling, Levi,” Jett says.

“Thank you for being patient with me,” hereplies. “Love you, man. | mean it.”

“Loveyou too, Levi. I'll seeyou tonight.”

When the call ends, he sighs heavily. “I thought for sure he’d be mad,” Levi admits.

“Well, | am very proud of you,” | say. Levi sighs and cups my cheek. “Are you
okay?’

“What are you doing to me, Arden?’ he asks.

“Trying to make you fall in love with me. Isit working?’ | ask with agrin.

As he brings his other hand to my face, one of us moves first, but we both react.



When our lips meet for the first time, it’s like a shock of electricity surging through
my body. | know he feelsit too, because he immediately pulls me up and onto his lap
to straddle him. His hands wrap around my hips, and | break our kiss with a soft
moan when he presses his thumbs into the bend of my hips. “Fuck,” | whisper.

“1 don’t have the strength to stop now,” Levi says.

“Please don’t,” | whisper.

“If 1 don’t stop, | am going to fuck you, Arden,” Levi says matter-of-factly.

“Then what the fuck are we doing still sitting in this chair kissing for, Levi?’ | ask
with a mischievous grin. He immediately stands and turns me around before yanking
my dress pants and panties down.

“1 am not going to be gentle, Arden. Are you sure?’ he asks.

“Please... Fuck me like it’s a punishment,” | say, bending over his desk to rest on my
elbows. He grunts his approval before pushing three fingers inside my dripping cunt,
making me moan.

“God, you are fucking soaked, Arden,” Levi says sweetly.

“Please... | need it hard, Levi. Ruin me.”

“Don’t say | didn’'t warn you, pretty girl,” he says in an ominous tone. He pulls his
fingers out of me and grips onto my hips. Without warning or alead in, Levi buries
his cock deep in my pussy and a feral moan rips from my throat as he starts to fuck
me unbelievably hard and deep. | can’t form words, and my thoughts are jumbled as

each bar of his piercings torture my insides with overwhelming pleasure. He has a
Prince Albert that is hitting my G-spot and he is fucking brutal about the way he



samsinto it, making my legs shake.

| manage to move up to my hands more so | can push back, taking him harder. “Fuck
yes!” | moan. Levi quickens his pace and surges into me faster and faster as | match
his rhythm, meeting his force. We moan wildly in perfect harmony, and | have never
felt a pleasure this addictive. His groans and grunts suddenly remind me that | am not
on birth control, and he is fucking me raw.

“Fuck. Pull out. You haveto pull out,” I choke. “I’m not on birth control.”

“Oh, sweet girl, you shouldn’t have told me that,” he says with a conniving tone.
“1’m going to fucking fill you up.”

“What if I...” | start to ask. | stop when he pulls me up and wraps his hands around
my throat.

“Are you warning me for my sake or yours?’ he asks.

“Yours,” | choke out. “I would sell my soul to the devil to carry your baby.”

He tips my head back to whisper in my ear, and my entire body shivers. “ Then bend
over, shut up, and take my cock like a good girl,” he sneers. “I’'m going to put my
baby in your belly, Arden. | fucking own you now.”

“God yes,” | moan. When he releases me, | bend over, and he starts pounding into me
hard and fast. | am nearly screaming through my orgasms, and the desk is holding the
majority of my weight as he absolutely wrecks my pussy. This man has single-
handedly ruined me from ever taking another cock, because no one will ever amount
to just how goddamn good this feels. | have spent six months patiently waiting for the
moment we would finally let ourselves connect. A part of me always knew there
would come a day where everything broke at once, and today was that day. Today, he



finally owns every part of my existence, mind, body, and soul included.

| am not jumping in headfirst. No, I am jumping in with both feet, and | will survive
the fall. I know paranoia will find its way in eventually, but right now | know thisis
where we are meant to be. | know that a step too close would make the difference
between us falling madly in love and us crashing and burning, but | will burn for
eternity to keep feeling like this.

Each time our bodies collide, we both moan wildly, and we quicken our movements
until 1 am in tears, and he is growling as he rails me into his desk. | can feel his cock
swell inside of me just before he explodes and fills me with his come.

“Oh... My... God...” | pant. “You... You areamonster... | love monsters.”

Levi laughs breathlessly as he pulls my pants up and turns me around. “I hope you
understand how serious | am,” Levi says.

“1 can feel in my belly just how serious you are,” | laugh. “Levi, honey. | have never
been so fucking sure of anything in my entire life. | know | will get scared and
triggered, but | trust you. | trust that we can get through this and if one of us is too
weak, we will pull the other out of the dark. With a clear mind, | am fucking jumping,
Levi. | want this. | want us. We both deserve to be happy. Worst-case scenario, we
part ways and move on. We have both lost so much of our soul to trauma that others
have inflicted on us; we deserve this. We deserve to be happy.”

“Marry me?’ he asks. | am stunned for a second, not knowing if he is serious. Before
the paranoia can surface, he continues. “If we are going to jump, let’s jump in the
deep end—together. We have been swimming upstream for years now, and we have
survived far worse than afailed marriage. We deserve happiness, so let’s fucking take
it.”



“Areyou sure, Levi?' | ask. “I am needy sometimes. | snore when I’'m sick. When |
get overstimulated, | might rage and throw shit like a toddler. | cry during sappy
commercials, and | am paranoid. | am so goddamn paranoid that | will pick afight for
no fucking reason just to try and prove to myself that you are a piece of shit. I'll feel
bad when I’'m wrong and sob like ababy. I’'m alot, Levi...”

“Arden, no one is perfect, baby. | don’t want a perfect wife and perfect children. |
want to be pushed every day to grow. | want someone who will keep me on my toes
and encourage me to be a better man tomorrow than | was today. | don’'t need a
picture-perfect life because nothing about my life has been picture-perfect. If you
want to rage and throw shit, baby, | will be right beside you with a broom to help
clean up the mess. If you cry, | will wipe the tears away and lie when you ask if your
face looks like a tomato,” he says, making me laugh as he wipes away my tears.
“Baby, | want you. | want all the flaws and all the passion. | want every fucking
pound of your baggage because | know we can carry ours together. If | have learned
anything from you over the last seven months is, it's that you never stop fucking
fighting. Y ou push until you get what you want, but you keep fucking pushing to see
how far you can get. No matter what the goal is, you keep. Fucking. Pushing... | want
you, Arden. Give me your absolute worst, because we both know we have aready
survived the pits of fucking hell.”

“Let’sget married then,” | say with agrin.

Levi kisses me hard as he picks me up in ahug and spins me around. “ Call Macie and
have them meet us for lunch,” he says. “We can tell our parents after.”

“Then you have to call Jett,” | say with a sweet smile. “I’m going to go clean up and
change into new panties, since these are full of your come now.”

“You do that and then call Macie. I'll have Jett meet us,” he says, kissing me again.
“We can go to the house and work from there after.”



“Okay,” | smile.

| am fucking giddy as | grab my bag and go to the bathroom to call Macie. “Hey,
girl,” she says.

“Areyou still with Wilder?’ | ask.

“lI am. You're on speaker now. What'sup?’ she asks.

“Y'al want to meet for lunch?’ | ask.

“Sure. We were going to go to The Red Tulip. That work?’

“Yeah,” | say. “So... | am going to tell you something, but | just want you to support
me, okay?’

“Okay,” she says.

“Levi and | are getting married,” | say carefully.

“Oh my God!” she sgueals, and | relax. “That is so amazing. Wait... today? After
lunch?’

“Yeah. Levi is caling his brother to meet us,” | say. | turn to the door and Levi is
smiling at me.

“Where are we meeting them?’ he asks.

“The Red Tulip,” | say.

“1 heard the squeal. | assume she approves?’



“Sounds likeit,” | laugh.

“Good. Jett cried,” Levi laughs.

“Wilder, you are too quiet,” | say.

“Give him asec. Heiscrying too,” Macie giggles.

“1 am so fucking happy for you, Arden,” Wilder sniffs.

“Fuck you,” | say tearfully. “Why’d you have to go and cry, asshole?’

Macie and Levi laugh as he wraps me in a hug. “You have grown into an amazing
woman, Arden. I’'m serious,” Wilder says. “We have watched you two fall in love
over the last seven months and it’ s been incredible to see.”

“Levi,” Macie says serioudly.

“Yes, ma am?’

“If you hurt her, they will never find your fucking body,” Macie says seriously. “She
deserves to be treated like a princess, so | better never fucking hear from her that you
have been anything less than amazing to her.”

“1 give you my word. | will pamper her so hard that she damn near suffocates from
love,” Levi says playfully, making me giggle. “I promise. | will take care of her.
Also... | have seen this girl in the gym. She’'d kick my ass.”

“Yeah,” | laugh. “I totally could.”

“Meet usfor lunch, and we can go to the little twenty-four-hour chapel,” Macie says.



Page 4

Source Creation Date: July 23, 2025, 2:44 am
Arden
We pull into the parking lot and Levi is nervous. | know it's because he is about to
see his brother, so | wave Macie off for a second before she opens my door. “Y ou’ve
got this, baby,” | say, turning his face so he looks at me. “Your brother loves and
misses you.”
“Thank you for getting me to call him,” he says, kissing me.

“You' rewelcome,” | smile. “Let'sgo.”

“Okay,” he sighs. When he opens his door, Macie yanks my door open and drags me
out so she can hug metightly. Wilder getsto me next, and | start crying.

“Fuck,” | sniff. “Damnit, Wilder.”

“I love you, Arden,” Wilder says with a smile when he pulls away.

“l love you too,” | say, wiping my face. | turn and see a man who looks almost
exactly like Levi. | smile brightly and Levi turns to his brother. Jett instantly tears up
as he and Levi hug, and now both are crying as they move through a decade of
emotion.

“Now I’'m gonnacry,” Macie sniffles quietly.

“I’m so sorry,” Levi muttersto Jett.



“Please don’t apologize. Please,” Jett pleads. “It’ s so fucking good to see you, man.”
“You can thank Arden for that,” Levi says as he pulls away. “Arden, thisis my little
brother, Jett. Jett, this is her brother Wilder and Macie, his wife and Arden’s best

friend. ”

“It's wonderful to meet you guys,” Jett says before hugging me. “Thank you so
much.”

“Thank you for never giving up on him,” | say. When he pulls away, he shakes Macie
and Wilder’s hand.

“l knew he needed time, so we respected that while still making sure he knew we
loved him,” Jett says. “Levi, man. You're looking good. | haven't seen you close up
inalong time.”

“How are Mom and Dad?’ he asks.

“Good. Both retired, so they just sit around and annoy each other now,” Jett laughs.
“Mom istoo smart. She knows something is up.”

“Sheisasneaky little shit,” Levi laughs.

“1 sent her the address you sent me and said they needed to meet me for dinner,” Jett
says.

“She will just look at the address,” Levi says. “ She won't spoil it for Dad, though.”

“Thisisexciting,” Macie says. “Wait...”

“Go on,” Wilder sayswith asmile. Macieturns and grins at me, and | just know.



“Shut up,” | say with agasp.

“You two are fucking creepy,” Wilder laughs.

“I"m confused,” Levi says.

“No, the fuck you aren’t. Shut up, Macie,” | say as| hug her.

“What is happening right now?’ Levi asks.

“Macieis pregnant,” | say.

“May aswell tell her then,” Levi laughs.

“Wait,” Macie says.

“He's made it agoal to knock me up,” | say with a shrug. Macie squeals and hugs me
tightly before looking at Levi.

“Hop to it, buddy. | need a baby bump buddy,” she says.

“Trying ashard as| can,” he sayswith agrin.

“Very... Very hard. Trust me,” | say, and Wilder curls hisface up in agrimace.

“Let’sgo get somefood,” Levi laughs.
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Arden

| am on the verge of a panic attack, pacing the bathroom. Everything is hitting me all
at once, and | feel like | cannot breathe. Everyone is out there waiting on me so we
can tell them we got married, but | might actually barf. Paranoia and every “what if?’
situation possible is flooding my brain all at once, and | can’'t make it stop. | just need
one fucking second of areprieve to be able to slow down my thinking before it spirals
into something darker, but | can’'t. | can’t catch myself, and | need help. | have never
wanted help in these moments before, but | need it. | need help out of the dark, so |
pick up my phone and send a quick text to Levi.

Help
On my way. Breathe!

That is the most annoyingly helpful thing he says to me. Like, of course, | need to
fucking breathe... but I'm not. I'm not breathing. | am holding my breath, terrified of
what might happen if | let myself feel this panic. The door to the master bathroom
opens and | instantly start crying. He shuts and locks the door before lifting me up to
sit me on the counter. When he wraps me in atight hug, | disappear in hisarms.

“Breathe with me, Arden. Focus on my breathing,” he encourages, rubbing my back.
| sniffle and nod as | try as hard as | can to only focus on the rise and fall of his chest.
| synchronize my breathing with his, so | rapidly calm down and my body relaxes. He
holds me for alittle longer before pulling back and wiping my face.

“Thank you,” | say.



“It was al you, baby. | just kept you company,” he says. “What's going on?’

“Every bad thing that could possibly happen is playing through my head and | can't
make it stop,” | say.

“Do you regret it?’ he asks.

“No. Not at al.”

“Then fuck what anyone else thinks, baby,” he tells me. “We've got each other, and
we will weather every single storm together, yeah?’

“Yeah,” | sniff.

Levi kisses and picks me up from the counter before taking me out of the bathroom.
When he sets me down, | smile.

“What?' he asks.

“Fuck me,” | say. “Fast and hard, because we don’t have much time.”

Levi nearly rips my shorts off getting them down. When | step out of my panties, he
pushes me back onto the bed and brings my legs to his shoulders. He takes a second
to pull his cock out before slamming it into me as he covers my mouth. | scream
against his hand as he proceeds to fuck me as hard as he can, chasing down his
orgasm like our lives depend on it. He leans in and practically folds me in haf and
pushes even deeper. We both start to come together and | am shaking as he drains his
cock deep inside of me.

“Fuck,” | pant. “Holy fuck.”



“You good?’ he laughs as he leans down to kiss me.

“You, sir, are so goddamn brutal, and | love it. No matter where we are, Imma need
you to fuck melike that every time | get paranoid or panic.”

“I’ve got you,” he says as he pulls me up and goes to the bathroom to get what he
needs to clean me. When he gets back, he takes his time cleaning me before helping
me get redressed. “ Ready?’

“Yeah,” | say with asmile. “Let’sdo this.”

We make sure we look presentable before going down to the living room where the
others are. “Good timing. Mom and Dad just pulled in,” Jett says before grinning at
me. “Fix your sex hair, girl. You look like you just got railed.”

“Did y’al really disappear just to fuck?’ Wilder asks.

“Leave them aone. They're newlyweds,” Mom says happily. “Gotta give me a
grandbaby somehow.”

“Macieisgiving you one,” | laugh.

“One each, girl. Come on now,” she sayswith asmile.

“You mean comein?’ Macie asks.

“Macie,” | laugh.

“Definitely comein,” Levi says.

“Mhmm,” | say, smiling as| lean up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “Ready?’



“No,” hesighs.

Jett opens the door and a couple walks in. They instantly tear up as the woman darts
for Levi. “My baby boy,” she cries as she hugs him tight.

“Hey Momma,” Levi says softly. “I’m so sorry.”

“No,” she says tearfully, pulling away to grab his face and pull him down. “You
needed your space so you could find yourself again. | knew you would come back.”

“1 was so damn ashamed of how much | was drinking,” Levi says.

“Son, we al grieve differently. You found your way out, and that’s all that matters.
Charlotte would be proud of you,” his father says. “Maybe | shouldn’t mention her in
front of your girlfriend.”

“It'sokay,” | smile. “I like hearing about them.”

“Wife,” Levi says.

“What?" his mother asks.

“Wife... We got married today. Jett, and her brother and sister-in-law came,” he says.

“Oh, that's amazing, Levi. I'm so happy for you,” she says before hugging me.
“Thank you, sweetie. So, so much.”

“You rewelcome,” | say sweetly. “He'sagood man.”

“He’'saso trying to knock her up,” Jett says.



“Yes. | need another grandchild to spoil,” his mother says.

“Her brother and her best friend are also expecting,” Levi says.

“Oh good. I'll spoil that onetoo,” Levi’s mom says happily.

“That reminds me. Do you still have their stuff in storage?’ Levi asks.

“Of course,” she says. “Why?’

“Just some things | want to show Arden,” he says. “I think it’s time | sort through
things, too.”

“Dumb question. Is this the same house?’ | ask.

“No,” Levi says. “That house was sold about a year later to the bank. They tore it
down and the land was used to build a housing development.”

“Ah. Okay,” | say.

“Dinner should be ready,” Levi says. “Let’s eat and catch up.”

Everyone moves to the dining room and | help Levi bring dinner out. Once we are all
sitting, the tension seems to melt away. We talk and laugh as if we have al known
each other our entire lives. Thisisthe most at peace | have ever seen Levi, and it truly
warms my heart to witness. Macie and | clean up after dinner while the others chat,
but eventually we make our way into the living room to meet up with the others.

“Hey,” Levi sayswith a confused |ook.

“Hi. What'swrong?’ | ask.



“Where wereyou? | didn’t even redlize...”

“Don’'t worry about me. I'm abig girl,” | laugh. “Macie and | cleaned up the kitchen.
Y ou’ ve been busy catching up.”

“Arden, you didn’t have to do that,” he says, pulling meinto hislap to sit.

“Maybe. Maybe not, but | did. Don’t worry about me; just catch up with your family,
Swestie.”

“God, you are just like her,” Jett sighs.

“Charlotte?’ | ask.

“Yeah,” Jett says.

“l don't know if it's appropriate to compare Arden to Charlotte,” Heather, Levi's
mother, says.

“Eh. Aslong as she’'s okay with it,” Parker, Levi’sfather, says.

“l don’t mind,” | laugh. “What did she look like?’

“Y ou want to see her?’ Levi asks me.

“l do. Melody too,” | say. “If she got her attitude from her daddy, | bet she was
stubborn as shit.”

“Funny,” Levi says with a smirk as he tickles my side. He pulls his phone out and
pulls me back to lie against his chest. | watch as he navigates through his pictures
until he selects one.



The pictureis of ayounger Levi, abeautiful blonde woman with bright blue eyes, and
alittle girl who is the spitting image of her mother. Looking at them, it fucking hurts.
| never knew them, but knowing they died the way they did... it's heartbreaking.
“They were beautiful,” | say softly. “Melody looks identical to Charlotte.”

“Yeah,” Levi says blankly. | turn dightly, and heis lost. | lift his chin to make him
look at me, and | watch as the memories slip away and he comes back to me.

“Thereyou are,” | saw sweetly.

“I"'msorry. |...”

“Stop apologizing, Levi,” | say, cupping his cheek.

“Thank you for pulling me back. | haven’t looked at a picture of them since | drank
last.”

“l cannot imagine how much it hurts,” | say. “But Levi... They are still with you.
Charlotte and Melody are every ray of sunshine and every cloudy day. They might
not be here in physical form, but they are looking down on you and | have zero doubt
that they are so damn proud of how far you' ve come, baby. Y ou served your country,
survived being shot, came home and lost your family to a horrific attack, and you still
survived. You battled against yourself and the memories for a decade, but you still
survived. You built a company, and you found your way to the surface. | haven't lost
aspouse or achild, but | had a part of my soul stolen from me. | know what drowning
feels like, and you survived, Levi. Be proud of that and never apologize for getting
lost in those memories because love it or hate it, it’s a part of you now. We will never
get over the things that have happened to us, but we will learn how to navigate better
through the pain every day.”

Levi grabs my face and kisses me hard and for a moment, the world disappears.



When we pull away, | can’t help but smile at him. “Y ou are amazing, Arden.”

“I"'m not amazing for telling you the truth,” | laugh. “We leave an imprint on this
earth that lasts long after death.”

“Despite the constant reminder that you and Charlotte share qualities, you two are so
different,” he tellsme. “1 don’'t ever want you to think that you are a replacement or a
surrogate, Arden. You are your own person, | just happen to have a thing for sassy

little brats with hearts of gold. ”

“Well... You and Caleb are nothing alike,” | say. “He was trash in bed and had a
small dick. Hey... maybe that’s why | wasn't injured. Not much to injure me with.”

“That isso dark,” Levi laughs. “I aim to please, my love.”

“We will have awonderful life together then,” | say, kissing him.

“Fuck, you two are adorable,” Wilder says. “I want to hate this and be a controlling
big brother, but... | loveit.”

“You love that your sister is being properly railed for achange?’ Macie asks.

“lI mean, if she'sgoingto doit, I'd rather it not suck for her,” he shrugs.

“Oh, it definitely doesn’t suck,” | laugh.
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Arden
Six Months L ater
| am tapping my fingers on the desk, staring at my email. | took the test to be a
certified private investigator yesterday, and | still haven't received the results. | have
busted my ass for ayear for this, and I'm impatiently waiting for the resullts.
“Arden,” Levi says, looking at his computer.
“Huh?’
“Staring at your email won’'t make it show up any sooner,” he says.
“Oh, biteme,” | say.
“I"'m sorry?’ | squeal and jump up when Levi suddenly stands.
Levi and | have an amazing relationship. It's not perfect, but we know how to
communicate. We also have an agreement of assumed consent for free use. That
means Levi can fuck me anytime and anywhere he wants. He can do whatever he
wants to me and he will only ever stop if | say my safe word. | never have, simply
because | trust him. Even when | get overwhelmed, he has this way of bringing me

back to baseline, so | don’t spiral into a panic.

Thisisn't to say that the paranoia hasn’'t found a home in my psyche, because it has.
It appears and | do more than just panic. My brain conjures up every reason to think



that Levi has done something nefarious, but he hasn't. Levi without fail reassures me
without belittling me. He doesn’t feed my paranoia, but he doesn’t sugarcoat things.
If I am being unreasonable, he tells me. No matter what, he is always honest and
explains the situation rather than just calling me crazy, even though | am sometimes
absolutely nuts. Just last week, | was convinced he was cheating. He was actually
with Jett, but my brain refused to see the logic. Levi ssimply put me in his truck and
drove me to Jett’s house. It was late and Jett was confused, but Jett was just as patient
with me. By the time we left, | felt better and finally found the logic.

Jett and Levi have spent so much time together, and Jett has become like my brother.
Heis so fucking sweet and loves his big brother. They have gotten so close and it has
impacted Levi for the better. The version of him that is playful and not grumpy is
incredible. He still has his bad days and living with him for six months, | can see how
he struggles with not drinking. Some days are harder than others, but he is aways
honest about where heis at with his mental health.

His nightmares are better when | am in bed with him, so | make it a point to go to bed
when he does. When he has them, | just hold him until he goes back to seep. |
occasionally have nightmares and he does the same for me. They tend to flare up
when we have cases involving sexual assault, but | make sure to communicate with
Levi so that he knows where my head is.

“Say it again, Arden,” Levi says, backing me against my desk.

“Biteme,” | laugh.

“Turn around.”

“Make me,” | say. He immediately spins me around and shoves me over my desk

before pushing my skirt up. | gasp when he grabs my panties and rips them off. | hear
his zipper, so I’'m surprised when he leans down and bites my ass cheek. “Fuck!”



“Tell meto biteyou, | will,” he says before slamming his cock deep inside of me.
“Oh fuck, Levi,” | moan and push back on him. He responds by grabbing my hips
and rapidly fucking me hard and deep. | push my hips back to take him harder,
moaning wildly.

The pressure in my belly is building fast and this orgasm is different. | can feel the
intensity and just as it starts to surface, | realize we are going to make a mess. “Wait,
wait, wait. Oh my God. Levi, no. Fuck. I'm gonna...”

| can’t get the words out before it hits and my arousal floods out of me. | am lost in
this feeling and he never lets up as he continues to hammer into me. It hits again as he

starts to come and he forces my arousal out.

“Fuck, | love you so much,” Levi says. When | stand up, | scream and nearly hit the
floor when | see Jett leaning against the door frame of our office.

“Well, that was weird to walk into,” Jett says, and Levi laughs as he turns me around
and hugs me.

“Relax,” Levi whispersin my ear.

“I"'m sorry,” | say when he pulls away.

“I"'m sorry | scared you,” Jett says. “Y ou two made a mess, though.”

“You did that on purpose,” | frown at Levi.

“Guilty,” Levi laughs and fixes his pants before pulling a towel out of the gym bag

beside his desk. | make sure my skirt is fixed before stepping away so Levi can lay
the towel down. Instead, he grabs me and pulls me back to clean me. When he is



done, then he takes to cleaning up the floor.

“What' s up, Jett?’

“l was in the neighborhood,” Jett says. “How is Macie?’

Macie is six months pregnant and officially on intensive bed rest after nearly losing
their baby girl. Macie has aways been a clumsy ass, but it doesn’'t mix well when
pregnant. She tripped going downstairs and started bleeding. Wilder called mein an
absolute panic at two in the morning when they took her in, and he was left waiting to
seeif Macie was okay and their daughter was safe. A few minutes after Levi and | got
there, we were allowed to go back to see her. She was bruised, but the bleeding had
stopped and their daughter was safe. She stayed for a few days but was given very
strict instructions to stay in bed and take it easy. This means no sex, minimal walking,
and a stress test every other day. Wilder and Macie are working from home and they
have Keith in the office to make sure all is well there. | go in once a week but | am
also helping from my laptop so Wilder and Macie can spend their time resting
without stress.

“Bored and horny,” | laugh. “Macie wants to help Wilder, but Wilder refuses to let
her do anything to him. He is determined to make her relax.”

“1 think they will survive without sex for afew months,” Jett chuckles.

“I'll steal her when Macie and Wilder let me get close enough. That way they can
sleep, shower, and fuck,” | say.

“Now you just need to get pregnant.” Jett grins.

“She refusesto take atest,” Levi says.



“What?’ Jett says. “Areyou late?’

“Three weeks late to be precise, but sheisin denial,” Levi explains.

“l am not in denial. | have no symptoms,” | say.

“Macie didn’'t have symptoms either,” Levi counters.

“Yeah, but...”

“Go buy the damn test,” Jett says. “Go see Macie, take the test, and celebrate with
them. | will take Levi and celebrate. Then, you two can celebrate tonight when there
isn’t a chance of someone walking in on you.”

“Bossy,” | frown.

“Hormonal,” he teases.

“Asshole.” | laugh and he grins at me.

“Go, baby. Go get a test and go see Macie. The only reason you haven't done it is
because you promised Macie you'd take it with her, but you don’'t want to bother

her.

“1 was going to get atest the day after her accident but... | just didn’t want to add any
stress to anyone,” | admit.

“Baby, you are in denial. You are emotional, your breasts are bigger and more
sensitive, you are aways complaining about feeling bloated. Remember, | was there
when Charlotte was pregnant. Macie had similar symptoms and neither had morning
sickness either beyond nausea. You're pregnant, Arden. | know your body and | can



see the changes. Go get atest. Okay?’

“Fine,” | say with afrown.

“I'll do this meeting for the next case and make Jett take notes. Just go take the
afternoon and see Macie,” Levi says, kissing me.

“l still haven't got an email,” | say.

“That’s fine. It took me four days to get the email,” Levi tells me. “It’s been one day.
You'll get the email and you'll be certified.”

“Okay. Okay. I'll go,” | say. “I'm also going to get Macie and Wilder lunch while
I’m out.”

“Good girl. Get your stuff and go, please.” | grab my bag and toss my phone into it
before turning to let Levi hug me. “ Text me a picture.”

“I will. I loveyou,” | say, hugging him.

“1 love you too, baby.” Levi pats my ass where he bit me, and | giggle.

Once | get into the truck, | turn on music and start driving toward the store. | let
myself relax when | park, but I’m not ignoring the weird feeling in my gut as | walk
through the store. | get all the junk food that | know Macie wants before going to pick
out a pregnancy test.

What no one knows isthat I’ ve taken ten already. | know I’ m pregnant, but | refuse to
accept it. Each test revealed a strong positive, but I’m scared. I'm scared to accept
this because what if | lose the baby? What if they are born, but then they die? Will
Levi survive losing another child? Will | survive understanding what it’s like to lose



your child? What if something happens to me, and Levi loses another wife? God
forbid, what if he loses both of us? What if | lose him and our child? Anything can
happen, and | am terrified of raising a child in a world where evil lurks around every
corner.

| pick adigital test but pause to stare at the options. | sense someone is standing near
me, but it’s the voice that makes my blood run cold, and fear slams down on me.

“Levi must be thrilled to become a father again,” Caleb says. | look up but
immediately back away when | see how close he is to me. “It's good to see you,
Arden.”

“Stay away from me,” | say harshly. | didn’t miss the fact that he not only knew
Levi’s name, but also that he lost Melody.

“Is that any way to address me, Arden? You weren’t always such a bitch,” he sneers
as hewalks closer. | back up, getting ready to turn and run.

“You're afucking predator,” | say louder than intended.

“Y et no one has connected the dots,” he says simply. “Not even you and your drunk
of a husband.”

“Fuck you,” | growl. “Stay away from me. Stay away from my husband.”

| turn to walk away, but he grabs my arm. | keep a grip on my shopping basket in one
hand as | turn and swing at him with the other. | surprise myself when | punch him,
so | immediately run before | find out just how pissed he is. His temper is fucking
explosive, and | want nothing to do with it. When | get to the checkout line, | choose
to go through self-check so | can hurry through. | am rushing to pay and as soon as |
get the receipt, | rush out of the store.



“You can run, Arden, but | always catch my prey,” | hear Caleb say when | get to the
truck. | toss my bag into the passenger side before jogging around to the driver’s side.
Why the fuck did I not come straight to this side? Before | can get into the truck,
Caleb grabs me by the throat and slams me back against the side.

“Please, leave me alone,” | whimper. “Please, Caleb.”

“No one believed you before, so what makes you think anyone will come to your
rescue now?’ Caleb asks.

“Please, Caleb,” | beg as | start crying. | wince when | feel a blade press against my
lower belly. “Please.”

“Turn around,” he growls.

“Caleb,” | say as| try to fight back the sobs.

“If 1 have to ask you again, | will not hesitate to carve that fucking baby out of you
and leave him a widow again,” Caleb growls. His eyes are devoid of emotion and
only evil lurksin his gaze on me. | sniffle and hiccup, trying to keep control of my
emotions, as | turn. He shoves me over the driver’'s seat and | hear the condom tear
open. “No matter how many times | watch them cry, they’ |l never be you.”

“Wha...” | start to say but | am cut off when he pushes my face into the seat. He spits
for added lubricant before burying himself in my ass. | whimper as he holds me in
place and thrusts hard and fast. The discomfort is manageable but it’s the flashbacks
to nineteen that are unimaginably painful. | sob as he rapes me, but | don't fight. | just
want to get in the truck and get the fuck away from here.

He groans as he pushes deep. As soon as he comes, he pulls out of me and backs off.
The second his hands are off me, | jJump into the truck, slam the door, and lock them



al. I'm not surprised when | notice that he gets into the creepy, windowless van
beside me. When he pulls away, | take the time to grab my phone. Luckily, a car gets
in hisway for just long enough that | can take a picture of hislicense plate.
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| am running on adrenaline as | stomp on the gas and peel out of the parking lot. |
want to disappear, but | know | can’'t. He mentioned Levi and knows his history, so
he is in danger too. | dia his number as | speed toward my brother and best friend.
The moment | hear his voice, the emotion hits me.

“Hey, baby,” Levi says cheerfully.

“Levi,” | whimper. “1 need you.”

“What happened? Where are you?’

“Driving to Macie and Wilder's,” | cry.

“What happened baby? Are you okay?’

“Caleb. | saw Caleb,” | say. “He... | need you. Please.”

“I’m coming baby. Jett is driving. What happened? | need you to tell me, Arden,” he
says camly.

“He... He knew about you losing Melody... he knew that we' re married... He kept

saying weird shit, implying he has hurt others and no one, including us, has
connected it. | hit him and got away but... He followed me out.”

“Did he...?”



“Heraped me... | tried to beg him not to, but... he had a knife. He was going to hurt
the baby... it'sso tiny but...”

“How far away from Wilder’'s are you?’ Jett asks. | must be on speaker in the car.

“Five minutes.”

“Is he following?’

“No. | got apicture of hislicense plate though,” | sniff.

“I’m so sorry, Arden,” Levi sayswith emotion building in his voice.

“1t’ s not your fault. | think he’'s been watching me for awhile. He knew too much not
tobeclose,” | say.

“We are pulling into Wilder and Maci€e's right now. Do not stop for any reason,
okay?’ Levi says.

“I"'mnot. I'll be there soon,” | say. “Levi?’

“Yes, baby?’

“I’m not Charlotte,” | say. “I can hear it in your voice. I'm not Charlotte. Okay?’

“I know. I’m trying not to panic. It just...”

“l know. It feelsfamiliar,” | say. “I am amost there.”

“Areyou okay... physically?’



“Yeah. | think so. He used acondom,” | sigh. “Pulling past the gate.”

“l seeyou,” Levi says.

| barely park the truck before Levi yanks the door open and pulls me out. | fall apart
so fast that the panic hits me. My legs go weak but he scoops me into his arms before

| can fall, but | am suddenly sobbing as| cling to him.

“What the fuck is going on?” Wilder says when Levi gets me on the porch. He says
nothing as he takes me in and sits on the couch. “Levi. What' s going on?”’

“Caleb cornered her at the store. She was on her way here to take a pregnancy test
with Macie. He got to her before she could get to the truck and he raped her,” Jett
explains.

“What’'s going on?’ | hear Macie say as she sits close by.

“Caleb raped her again,” Wilder says with so much anger in his voice that it's amost
unrecognizable.

“Look at me,” Levi says, lifting my chin. “Areyou in pain?’

“No,” | whimper. “I’ve taken ten tests... | lied when | said | didn’'t know... | knew.
I’ ve known for weeks.”

“1 know, baby. | saw one of the tests,” he says, wiping my tears away. “| also know
why you lied. | know you were scared that | wouldn’'t handle it well and al the
possible scenarios that could play out.”

“What's happening?’ Macie asks. | sit up and move to sit beside Levi but ook down
at my hands for a moment. | am collecting my thoughts so | can explain, but | don’t



want to keep crying. | look up at Macie and she moves to sit on the ottoman beside
Wilder to take my hands.

“I’'m pregnant,” | say. “About eight weeks, | think. The period before the missed one
was very light, so maybe as far as twelve. I’ve taken ten tests... and | went to get a
digital to come here and take with you.”

“What happened with Caleb?’ she asks. | focus on her, because | can manage this
with her.

“I was looking at the tests and he came up to me and said Levi must be excited to be a
father again,” | say. “I backed off, but he followed. He kept making comments that
implied that he's hurt others and people just haven’'t connected it, but that we haven't
either. | assume the we is Levi and myself. That makes me think one of our clients or
families is connected to someone he has hurt before... | went to walk away after
calling him a predator. He grabbed my arm, so | hit him and ran. | checked out and
ran to the truck, but he caught up with me. | went to the passenger side first to set the
bags down, and | shouldn’t have done that. He got to me by the time | went around to
get in. He pulled a knife and threatened to carve the baby out of me, or whatever. He
forced me over the seat and raped me... Anally.”

“But you are okay?’ she asks.

“Yeah. He used a condom, thankfully. Although, a rape exam would actually show
something if he didn’t, but he knows that | would go, because | did last time,” | say
with a sigh. “I uh... When he let go of me, | got into the truck. As he was driving
away, he got blocked by someone for long enough that | was able to get a picture of
the license plate and the van.”

“You did a good job, Arden,” she says. “You kept you and your baby safe. Y ou got
as much info as you could. You got help. | am so proud of you.”



“I fedl like an idiot because clearly he's been watching me for a while,” | say. “I
never even noticed. | stayed with Mom and Dad for years, and now | live with Levi. |
don’t know how he knows anything about me or Levi.”

“1 think you should start by reviewing old cases,” she says. “You know Caleb, so |
think going into it and looking for those little things you might not have connected
before would be a good place to start.”

“1 brought you something,” | say. “Before al of that.”

“Oh?’ she asks.

“Yeah. | got you gummy worms because | know Wilder is on a health food kick,” |
say. “Now | know he won't bitch because he doesn’t want to upset me.”

Wilder motions for me to let him hug me, so | move forward to let him wrap his arms
around mein atight hug. “I’m going to fucking kill him,” Wilder says quietly.

“I know. You and Levi both will, I'm sure,” | say. Macie hugs me next before
grabbing my face.

“Get your test and come take it with me,” she says with a sweet smile.

“Here,” Jett says, handing me the test from the bag he got out of the truck. Macie
stands and takes my hand. | stand with her, and she pulls me off to the guest
bathroom. We are silent as | take a moment to clean up and take the test. Once | wash
my hands, we both stare at the test as it blinks.

“It'sso slow,” | say.

“Giveit asecond,” Macie laughs.



“How are you feeling?’
“I'm okay. Feeling better but ready to not be pregnant anymore,” she sighs. She
squeals and hugs me tightly when the word “ Pregnant” pops up on the screen. “I am

so fucking happy for you. | know you were worried there for aminute.”

“Now I’'m worried Caleb will kill me, and Levi will lose his wife and child again,” |
grumble.

“Don’'t you worry. His dumbass will be dead soon enough. Don’t think for a second
Wilder isn't serious.”

“1 know. He has the money to make him disappear,” | say.

“Let’s go show them the test,” she says, picking it up from the counter.

We walk out of the bathroom and go back to the living room. Macie hands the test to
Levi and smiles. “Congrats, Daddy.”

Levi glances a it before handing it off to Wilder and pulling me down to hug me
tightly. “1I"'m sorry all of thisis happening,” | whisper.

“Don’'t apologize. Just be warned, he is fucking dead,” Levi says. “Fuck jail time. |
don’t give a goddamn if he is charged; the justice system had a chance to catch him,
and they failed. | will not let him get away with hurting you again.”

“lI don't know if | feel safe at the house,” | admit. “If he knows your history, he
knows where we live.”

“l agree. Wilder has already asked that we move here, at least temporarily,” Levi
says. “What history?’



“Well, he knew about Melody and your drinking, because he called you a drunk. He
knows we work together, | assume. | just get afeeling that he’'s been watching me the
whole time,” | say. “Me moving out of Mom and Dad’'s and getting married must
have triggered him into getting closer again.”

“Jett is going to go to the house with Wilder and get our stuff. | am going to stay here
with you and Macie, we will handle telling al the parents, but I'd like them to keep

their distance for now,” Levi says.

“l agree. | don't want them to get hurt,” | sigh. “I don’'t really even want anyone
involved. Especialy Jett. He didn’'t ask to be involved in my bullshit.”

“Oh, you can get the fuck over that,” Jett says bluntly. “You are my sister-in-law and
| will fucking kill this bastard for hurting you.”

“Thank you,” | say. “What do we do about me needing to go to the doctor?’

“I"ll help you get on with my doctor,” Macie says. “Sheis great.”

“l pictured this all going so differently,” | say. “I'm pregnant, but Caleb still has a
thing for hurting me... He made a comment that no matter how many times they cry,

they’ll never be me.”

“Ah, that doesn’t sound like he's hurt just one person,” Levi sighs. “We can sit down
tonight and go over files.”

“Why don’t you go take her to the guest room? Macie needs to go lie back down
anyway,” Wilder says. “Jett and | will hurry up and go to the house and grab what we

can and come back. We can make another trip later on, too.”

“I’ll get her settled and check on Macie,” Levi says. “We will be good here.”



“1 need a shower,” | say with afrown.

“We can do that,” Levi says.

“The guest room down here has a connecting bathroom. Jett can take the one
upstairs.”

“Don’'t even argue,” Jett saysto me. “1 want to be here.”

“Alright,” | sigh.

“Comeon,” Levi says, pulling me up.

“Weloveyou,” Wilder saysto me.

“l loveyou too,” | say. “Thank you.”

“That’ s what family does, babe. We support each other.”

“1’m going to eat gummy wormsin bed,” Macie says.

We go to the guest room and a few minutes later, Wilder brings extra clothing,
towels, and toiletries so we can shower, along with a new bottle of prenatals with
strict instructions on taking them regularly. After, Levi and | go to the bathroom and
strip down while we wait for the water to warm. | have fallen silent and numb, so |
just let Levi take over and wash my body before washing himself. When he shuts the

water off, he gets me out and dries my body before helping me get alarge T-shirt on.

“Let'sgo liedown,” he says softly. | nod, and we go into the bedroom. | stop short of
the bed and look at Levi.



“Fuck me,” | say. “I know it's stupid to want it. | know he just hurt me, but | want
you. | want to fed something other than him. | want to stop thinking about
everything.”

“How do you want it?’ he asks.

“1 want you to take my ass, and | don’t want you to be nice about it... but | want to
come,” | say.

“Okay,” he says, kissing me softly. “Lie down on your belly. I'll be back in a
second.”

“Where are you going?’

“To tak to Macie. I'm positive they have lube, but I'll need to explain why | am
asking for it so she doesn’t stab mein the face,” he says.

“Right. Good idea,” | say with a smile. | lie down and rest my head on my arms as |
wait for Levi to return. When he does, he pulls the blanket off me and | hear him
undressing.

“You ready?’ he asks.

“ YeS,” I Sa.y

Levi pushes my legs apart before pulling me up to my knee dlightly. | hear the lube
open and seconds later, he grabs my hips and buries his cock inside my ass. | have no
time to react before he starts fucking me as hard and fast as he can, not even allowing
time for my body to adapt to his size. | am groaning as | grip onto the sheets, gently
rocking my body to push back against him.



“Fuck, you're so tight,” Levi grunts. “You're taking me so good, baby. Come for
me.”

“Fuuuuck you're so deep,” | groan as both pain and pleasure ripple through my body.
| welcome the pain and revel in the depths of his reach. He slams into me over and
over, forcing pleasured moans out of me. He eventually pulls my arm back and
encourages me to help myself, so | do. | reach between my legs and start rubbing my
clit. “Oh, God.”

“There ya go, baby. Come for me,” Levi moans. “Fuck, baby.”

“Oh, Jesus. It's so good,” | choke out. “Please. Harder. God, | wanna come. I’'m so...
Oh God! I'm so close.”

Levi tightens his grip and starts fucking me harder and deeper, harmonizing with my
ragged moans and whimpers. | am desperately rubbing myself, and it suddenly
breaks. | cry out as| come. Levi pushes me flat and leans into my body to quicken his
pace. | lift my hips alittle as he straddles my body so he can continue pushing deep. |
am up on my elbows, rocking my body back on his cock, wanting to be fucking
destroyed. When he finally comes, his beautiful moans echo in my brain. He brings
himself down to lie on my back while staying buried inside of me and we are both
breathing heavily.

“1 love you so much,” | pant. “So... fucking much.”

“1 love you too, baby,” Levi says, kissing my shoulder.

“l need anap.”

“Let me clean you up, and then you can sleep,” he says. | nod and he pulls out of me
before gathering what he needs to clean me.
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Once Arden is adeep, | leave the room and go out to the living room. They
technically lied and our parents have gotten together to get our stuff, so Wilder and
Jett are still here. “She asleep?’ Wilder asks.

“Yegh,” | sigh.

“Good. A nice orgasm and sleep,” Macie says. “And | can see it on your face. She
wouldn’t have asked you if it wasn't going to be helpful.”

“l know,” | say. “I’'m just scared of leaving her alone.”
“She’sright though,” Jett says. “Sheisn’'t Charlotte and Caleb isn’'t Tyler.”

“l know. We know more and we can see it coming,” | say. “Get anything off the
license plate?’

“Yeah,” Jett says. “It' sregistered to Caleb... | waslooking at your old cases and you
have three unsolved rape murders. All three victims match her description. They were
drugged, restrained, raped, and then strangled. Their bodies were discovered along
Route 81 over the last six years.”

“Why have the police given up?’ Wilder asks.

“You're asking the wrong questions,” Macie says as she casualy rubs her belly. |
raise an eyebrow at her and she sighs. “He’s a cop, guys. He started about a year after



he raped her. His father is a detective in homicide.”

“Oh fuck,” | say.

“Yeah,” she says.

“So what now?’ Jett asks.

“Let'slook at the casesfirst,” | say. “ After that, if we are confident... wefind him.”

“Did you give her the bottle of water?’ Wilder asks.

“Y eah. She will be pissed when she realizes we drugged her,” | say.

“She needs sleep and you're lucky | don't drug your ass too,” Wilder replies. “ Stay
with your wife and | will handleit.”

“Butl...” | start to say.

“Levi,” Jett says, and | sigh. “Be with your wife.”

“1 know my little sister, and she is terrified. She also isn’'t going to tell you that
because she is trying to protect you from your trauma,” Wilder says. “Macie does the
same shit to me.”

“1 know you want to burn the world down for her right now,” Macie says. “But she
will always remember who was where when she looks back. She will always see that
her husband was by her side, comforting her, and her big brothers were kicking ass

for her.”

“Yeah,” | say. “I would never forgive myself if something happened and | wasn't



here.
“Right. So, stay here. We will update along the way,” Jett says.

“Alright,” | say, giving up.

“When she wakes, tell her the truth. | don’t know how long we will be gone, but we
will check in when we can. Mom and Dad will bring stuff by tonight and they will all
take turns checking in and bringing food. You three are to stay in this house, no
matter what.”

“Mhmm,” | reply.

“Go on then. Go rest with her,” Jett says.

“Thank you, guys. So much,” | say when | stand.

“That’s what family is for,” Wilder says. “Macie, | love you but go the fuck to bed
and lay down or I'll tell Dr. Chavez you are not listening and resting, and she will

admit you to the hospital.”

“Rude. Fine, but only because | want anap,” Macie laughs.



Page 8

Source Creation Date: July 23, 2025, 2:44 am

Arden

| slowly open my eyes and smile when | seethat Levi ison his side looking at me. He
is propped up on his elbow as he gently strokes my hair. “Hey,” | say.

“Hey.” he speaks softly. “How are you feeling?’

“Perfect. I'm with you,” | say. “What timeisit?’

“Ten,” he says carefully. | look around and see Wilder, Macie, and Jett are here.
“It'smorning,” | say.

“Itis.” Levi says.

“What did you do?’ | ask, frowning deeply at my brother as| sit up.

“1 made sure you'd sleep. You needed rest,” Wilder says. “And yes, | drugged you.
I’m not sorry, and I'll do it again. Levi islucky | didn’'t do it to him too.”

“What aren’t you all telling me?’ | ask. “Macie looks guilty of something.”
“Our parents got together and got our stuff here,” Levi says, taking my hands and
turning me to face him. “We are going to stay here for a while so you can be

surrounded by family.”

“Okay,” | say. “What else?”



“He'sdead, Arden,” Levi says gently. “Caleb is dead.”

“You?' | ask.

“No, | stayed here with you. Macie and | never left your side. She even cuddled with
you for a while when you were having a night terror,” Levi tells me. “Wilder and Jett
took care of it.”

“How?’ | ask, glancing between Wilder and Jett.

“Wanna see?’ Jett asks with abright smile.

“Jett,” Levi sighs.

“Fuck no. She deserves to see what her brothers did for her,” Jett says, sitting on the
bed with us. “Come here.”

“Did he cry?’ | ask as | move closer to Jett. Levi just laughs as he pulls me into his
lap so Jett can sit beside us. Macie and Wilder move in closer so we can all watch.

“Oh, it was beautiful. He even pissed himself,” Wilder says.

“How did you find him?’ | ask.

“The van was registered to him. We just waited for him to leave his house, followed
him until he was in an area that we could take him down, and then took him into the
woods. His van is in a lake,” Jett says. He pulls his phone out and navigates to a
video.

“Wait. Please,” Caleb begs as the video starts. He is stripped naked with his arms tied
to abranch above his head so that he is barely on his tiptoes. The phoneis propped up
and both Jett and Wilder are wearing masks.



“How many?’ Wilder demands. His voice isfar deeper and full of rage.

“How many what?’ Caleb asks, sniffing back tears.

“How many women have you raped?’ Wilder clarifies.

“l haven't...”

“Liar,” Jett snaps, punching him in the abdomen, making Caleb grunt as the wind
gets knocked out of him.

“Sixty-five,” he mutters. “Arden... Wasthe only one | kept alive.”

Jett and Wilder say nothing as Wilder searches the ground. He picks up a large stick
covered in bark and walks around behind him. “Let's see how much you like
someone fucking your ass,” Wilder saysin that same nearly unrecognizable tone.

“Wait. Please. Please don't,” Caleb begs. Wilder ignores him and forces the branch
into his ass. Caleb instantly starts screaming, but Jett wraps tape around his head,
sealing his mouth shut.

“One for every innocent life you took,” Wilder growls. One after another, Wilder
pulls the stick out and slams it back in as deep as he can. Caleb screams and sobs
behind the tape, growing weaker as blood leaks out of his ass. On the last one, Wilder
shoves it deeper than before and leaves it inside of him. Jett comes over and pours
gasoline on the stick and his crotch area.

“When you misuse it, you lose it,” Jett sneers as he pulls a flip lighter from his
pocket. Caleb starts shaking his head and screaming as Jett lights it and inches closer
and closer to his dick. Jett laughs maniacally as he teases Caleb with the flame, but
the moment it touches the head of his dick, the fire spreads rapidly. When it reaches
the stick in his ass, and both Jett and Wilder step out of the frame. Caleb screams and



thrashes as his dick burns. The last frame of the video is of Caleb’s head dropping.

Jett locks his phone just in time for me to hug him tightly. Levi lets Jett pull me over
to his lap when | start crying. “He's gone, Arden. You are safe now. Your baby is
safe. Your husband is safe.”

“Thank you,” | sniffle. Wilder grabs me and hugs me so tightly that | can hardly
breathe. It’s his emotion that brings out near sobs as the pain of the situation unfolds

in my head.

“l love you so damn much, Arden. | will do anything for you,” Wilder whispers.
“Y ou supported me endlessly with Tina, so | owe you this much.”

“1 loveyou too,” | whisper. “Are you going to get in trouble?’
“No, honey. Money goes a long way,” he says, holding my face between his hands.
“It's over and you are safe. Spend time here finding a way to navigate this and take

care of my niece or nephew.”

“l think | know what | want to name them,” | say to Levi as | move back to sit with
him.

“Oh?’

“Mhmm. If it's a girl... Charlotte Melody Andrews. If it's a boy, Charles Mel
Andrews. Either way, Charlie.”

Levi tearsup and | turn in his lap to straddle him and hold his face as they run down
his cheeks. “Why?’ he asks, choking on his emotions.

“Because | want their memory to live on through our child. | might not have known
Charlotte or had the honor of meeting Melody, but they still exist in you. | want our



child to know they have a big sister looking down on them. | guess that would make
Charlotte like a stepmom, but either way, | truly do feel like they are looking down
on us. | truly think that it was them who sent this baby to us.”

“| feel like | am missing something,” Levi says.

“Levi, man...” Wilder says. “Arden was never on birth control because she was told
as ateen that she'd never conceive ababy... She was never meant to be pregnant.”

“1 always knew | would get my miracle baby someday when it was meant to happen,
and | really do fedl like thisis our chance to make sure that your wife and daughter’s
memory can live on through them,” | say. “I want our child's name to mean
something and there is nothing better than to name them after two of your favorite
people.”

“Fuck, I love you so much,” he says as he hugs me tightly.
“l loveyou too, Levi... Isthat ayes?’ | ask when he pulls away.
“Yes. | loveit,” Levi says. “I was terrified of falling for you, but you sucked me into

your orbit. No matter how hard | fought it, | knew you were it for me. | know that
with you, | will never have to worry or wonder if | took a step too close.”



