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 Chapter 1 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    There’s a mad rush with everyone running around frantically, shouting orders as we load up the vehicles with my brothers and their wives.  
 
    “Aaaarggg,” comes a pained scream from the front seat as I toss a bag of clothes in the trunk. 
 
    “Sssh, Nic, it’s okay … We’re almost packed,” shushes my brother Adelmo from the driver’s seat to his mate Nicky as I slam their trunk shut. As soon as it’s shut, Adelmo peels out of the driveway and towards the local hospital.  
 
    I hop into the suburban, my youngest brother Kalino by my side. “The rest will meet us at the hospital. Nicky’s nearly six centimeters,” he says as he steps on the gas. “It’s hard to believe that this is happening … it’s crazy how fast it all went.”  
 
    After a short drive, we pull up at the hospital and park, taking our place in the family waiting room off of the labor and delivery ward. We’re too restless to sit down, though, and Kalino and I start pacing just when Adelmo pokes his head around the door. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re here,” he says. 
 
    “How is she?” I ask immediately. 
 
    “They said she was already eight centimeters dilated when we got here,” he says. “At the rate of her contractions, she should be pushing within the hour.”  
 
    Kalino winces. “She must be in a lot of pain,” he says sympathetically as Adelmo disappears behind the door again, and we start pacing again, retracing our steps in an endless circle. 
 
    I’m worried about Nicky, but I’m also very much looking forward to this new addition to our family. My five brothers and I have been living here on Earth for a while now, ever since our own planet Nethuns was destroyed and our pods crashed on the surface of this planet. With Nethuns’ ecosystem fairly thoroughly destroyed by the fire dragons’ assault, we’ve decided to make Earth our new home. Of course, if the stories that we’ve been told are accurate, Earth is the original home of all dragon species, including ours.  
 
    It wasn’t always easy since we got here, but we’ve started to feel at home on Earth. My brothers Adelmo and Gino have both found their mates here. My eldest brother Emiliano, our unofficial leader, and his mate Ella have a little four-month-old, Casmir. Gino has a little girl, Yelena. And now Adelmo will have his child, too. That leaves me and my younger brothers Kalino and Faustino. 
 
    As the second oldest of the Vollmer brothers, I got to watch everyone besides Emiliano grow up and often found myself caring for our younger siblings when our parents left on diplomatic endeavors. Despite having a castle full of caretakers, they ran wild, and I generally found myself corralling them. I turn and grin at the memory when I see an excited Adelmo rush toward us. 
 
    “She’s here! Come! Essie’s here!” He hurries back toward the room, a wide, excited smile plastered across his face. 
 
    Kalino and I follow him and enter the room as a sharp cry pierces the air. 
 
    “Oh, shush, little one,” says Nicky soothingly, cradling the infant in her arms. I watch the small child cuddled up safely against her mother’s chest, and my throat tightens with emotion.  
 
    “Here, uncle Vitto,” Adelmo says, taking the baby from his mate and carefully passing her onto me. Smiling, I lift the small bundle of cloth, cradling little Essie in the crook of my arm and staring down at her tiny, perfect features. What a miracle of life. My chest pangs and tightens with longing and grief at the sight of the helpless child looking up at me with a curiosity that belies her newborn status. Children abound in the Vollmer family now, and yet none of my brothers had ever shown any inclination or desire to become a father. I carefully hand little Essie to Kalino, who smiles happily at the child before returning her to Nicky just when the baby starts yawning. 
 
    “I guess she’s tired after all of that screaming and drinking,” Nicky says with a laugh. 
 
    “I’m sure the others have arrived by now. We should let them come visit the youngest Vollmer,” I say, turning to exit the room and gesturing for Kalino to follow me. 
 
    Once back in the waiting room, my other brothers have indeed arrived, and we inform them of the happy news. 
 
    “Will you all be staying or returning to the estate?” Emiliano asks. 
 
    “I think we’ll head back,” I say. “I bet Nicky is tired and would like to get some sleep now.” 
 
    As my other brothers go to see Essie, Kalino and I make our way to the elevator. Once it arrives, a beautiful, flustered woman with bronze skin and sparkling eyes comes rushing out and down the hall. I stare after her for a moment until Kalino clears his throat. 
 
    “You okay there?” he asks as we file into the metal death trap. 
 
    “Yeah, she just seems familiar,” I say. “I think I’ve seen her before, just not sure where.” 
 
    “I think I saw her here when Nicky was in the hospital back when she had that accident in February,” Kalino says. “Maybe she works here?”  
 
    I press the button for the ground floor. “Must be.” 
 
    We quickly walk to our car and depart for the estate, settling in for a thirty-minute drive while we talk about our growing family. 
 
    Once we arrive home, I scoop up the small, white, furry body of Selene, my feline companion since a couple of weeks, and trot upstairs to my room, stroking the purring beast. It doesn’t take long for me to change into my nightclothes, and, after a moment, I settle down into bed with Selene purring away, perched on my chest as I drift off to sleep to long-buried memories of happier times. 
 
    “Vitttttoooorrrio … Vitttttoooorrrrio,” the singsong, female voice calls out with a giggle. “Vittttooorio … Where are you, my love?” I watch from the bushes as a vision of beauty spins in circles, looking for me, her raven hair swirling behind her in the breeze. With a smile, I quietly push my way through the shrubs and grab her around the waist, lifting and spinning her in the air while she laughs. 
 
    “There you are!” she says, wriggling free from my grip and spinning around to face me. Her beaming smile makes my chest ache with longing.  
 
    “Sarina,” I whisper. Her name is like a prayer on my lips, and I reach my hand up to stroke her porcelain skin. “I’ve missed you.”  
 
    She smiles brilliantly at me before kissing me soundly and spinning away. “Have you any thrilling tales from the war front, my love?” she asks as she plants herself on a seat-like rock facing a pond. We’re just outside the confines of the royal gardens, where the forest meets the edge of the broken wall that has been filled in with shrubs.  
 
    I shrug and settle beside her, laying my head in her lap as I prepare to tell her about my service to my brothers in the military. Most of my duties involve running messages and taking care of injured dragons, as my talents lie mostly in the realm of helping and healing. Sure, I can fight, but I see little point in it when proper discourse can settle most disagreements. 
 
    Sarina strokes my hair as I tell her about looking after my reckless brothers, chuckling at their rowdy antics. 
 
    “Your brothers are fine warriors, if a little headstrong,” she says with a sigh.  
 
    “Yes. It’s only because of my brothers’ and their generals’ efforts that we’ve managed to outwit the fire dragons for so long.” 
 
    The scene fades, another taking its place. 
 
    This time, Sarina and I are dancing at my name day celebration. After several laps around the ballroom, we take a break. 
 
    “I haven’t had this much fun in months!” she laughs.  
 
    I kiss her hand and leave to get us some drinks from the refreshments table, where I run into Kalino. “Brother,” he says and claps me on the back. “Having fun with your little plaything?”  
 
    “She’s a person,” I say, annoyed. “And a great one, at that. In fact, so great that I’m going to make her my mate tonight.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should pay closer attention to where her attentions lie when you’re away prior to making a lifelong commitment,” he responds, nodding towards the bench where I left Sarina. She’s now accompanied by one of Emiliano’s top generals, Teleren. The man is known to be a hit with the ladies and a huge lecher as well.  
 
    “Just because Teleren flirts doesn’t mean her affections stray, Kalino,” I say, though I can’t help but frown a little.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” he shrugs and walks away.  
 
    I give myself a little shake and grab some drinks, returning to Sarina’s side. 
 
    “Oh, Vittorio! Thank you,” she says and takes her drink from me. 
 
    “Of course, my love,” I say, then nod at the man. “Teleren.” 
 
    “Teleren was just telling me how you had to chase behind Kalino when he managed to set a bunch of fires at the battleground,” she says with a laugh. “I’m amazed that you can keep up with all of your brothers; they’re quite a handful!”  
 
    “Yes,” Teleren smirks, and I can already tell that I won’t like whatever he has to say. “Vittorio has always been there for his siblings. I suppose it makes sense that such a soft man would take more after his mother.” The grin that graces Teleren’s face makes me want to smash my fist into his already lopsided nose, but I resist the urge and smile. 
 
    “Vittorio has always been a protector!” Sarina giggles as though she hasn’t heard the venom in Teleren’s voice. 
 
    I take her hand and kiss it gently before tucking it into the crook of my arm. “If you’ll excuse us, General,” I say, smiling down at Sarina as I lead her away. I almost don’t notice the smirk that graces Teleren’s face as he shakes his head and sips his wine. 
 
    The night races by in a blur of dancing, joking, and enjoying refreshments until Sarina and I are finally able to sneak outside. There, under the stars, I finally ask her to be my mate, to which she agrees, tears streaming down her face. I kiss her and lead her up to my chambers for a night of bliss. We bond that night, but the mate mark never appears. I think nothing of it, as it’s been appearing less and less lately. We all attribute it to the chaos caused by the turmoil of the war, and so life goes on. Sarina joins me in the palace and requests her own chambers, but I think nothing of it. 
 
    Sarina is my calm in the storm. She grounds me and keeps me sane when the world around me is dying. And eventually, her belly grows with my seed, and joy fills me once more. A joy like no other, at the prospect of having children of my own. 
 
    It’s not until a week before the expected birth date that I receive a note under my chamber door during one of our rare breaks from the frontline. ‘The seed is not yours,’ it says. I read and re-read the note a dozen times but can’t place it, so I take the note to Kalino. He and Adelmo are the brothers I trust most.  
 
    “What do you make of this?” I ask him.  
 
    He grimaces as he reads the note. “You’re not going to like what I have to say, brother.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “I’d say that someone is warning you not to claim the child. It’s not yours.”  
 
    I look into Kalino’s eyes for a sign that he’s joking, but the serious tilt to his face lets me know that he’s not. 
 
    “That …” I pause. Sarina has her own chambers. It wouldn’t be hard for her to sneak someone in. Surely, she wouldn’t betray me like that, though. Would she? 
 
    “May I make a suggestion?” Kalino asks. “Use a truth serum. It would cause no harm to the child, and, if there’s no deceit, she won’t even know.” 
 
    Use a truth serum on my own mate? I’m already shaking my head and opening my mouth, but Kalino interrupts me. 
 
    “Just do it, Vitto. It’s the only way to find out. If it’s your child, you have nothing to worry about. If you don’t use a serum, you’ll never know, and you’ll always wonder.” 
 
    I sigh. As much as I don’t like it, he’s probably right. I slowly nod. “Fine. I’ll do it. If only to put all of this out of my head.” 
 
    Later that evening, I ask Sarina to come to my chambers to have dinner with me. She arrives as normal, kisses my cheek in greeting, and sits down across from me. Once she’s finished with her meal, I wait a while and fill the silence with inane chatter before she starts giggling.  
 
    “Are you excited about the baby?” I ask her. 
 
    Her grin widens, and she nods her head emphatically. 
 
    “Me, too. I’m quite excited to be a father,” I say casually. She starts giggling again as though I just made the best joke in the world. I knew that the truth serum made people bubbly, but I didn’t realize it made them this loopy. “What’s so funny, Sarina?” 
 
    “It’s just …” she snorts out a laugh. “You think that you’re going to be a father. But you’re not.” 
 
    My breath hitches. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been deceiving you this whole time,” she says, her eyes unfocused as though she’s not really aware of what she’s saying. 
 
    I can feel my heart shattering, but she’s relentless and continues to speak. 
 
    “You see, you’re a prince! My children can be royalty! Even when they’re not yours, they’re still royalty.” 
 
    I force myself to speak. “But then who is the father of your child if not myself?” I ask, my fists clenching on the table.  
 
    “Teleren, of course. He’s so strong, and fierce, and brave …” 
 
    Her words trail off, and I have no desire to hear what else she has to say. All I want to do is leave this place, leave it behind forever, and pick up the pieces of my shattered heart. I throw my napkin on the table and walk out, stalk to my bed-chamber, and close the door behind me. I can feel the tears coming as I fall down on the bed. 
 
    BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. 
 
    My alarm jerks me from the memories. I can feel Selene licking moisture from my cheeks and open my eyes. 
 
    “I’m alright, girl,” I say soothingly and stroke her back with my hand. She mews and jumps from the bed, pawing at my door and looking back at me in question. As I push back the memories to where they belong, I pull on some clothes and open the door to follow her downstairs for breakfast. 
 
    “You’re the only female for me, girl. Can’t trust my kind,” I say as I feed her. She looks up at me drolly and mews. Behind me, I hear a chuckle, and when I turn around, I find Kalino leaning against the kitchen doorframe. 
 
    “Talking to cats now, huh?” he says with a grin. “I know we have a kinship with animals, but I think you might be taking it a bit far now.”  
 
    I toss a dishrag at him. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Yes and no. I was hoping you’d join me in town for breakfast and some errands.” 
 
    “Why not take Faustino?” 
 
    “Working.” 
 
    “Adelmo? Emiliano?” I try. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, all of our other brothers are mated now and really don’t have time for us,” he says with a smirk.  
 
    “Alright, fine,” I sigh. “Let me grab a coat.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Meet me out front. We’re taking the Ferrari,” he says with a wink.  
 
    I roll my eyes at him and walk upstairs to grab a coat. I pat Selene on the head before I exit and lock the front doors. 
 
    “So, what do we need to do in town?” I ask as I drop into the low seat of the sports car. 
 
    “Well, the main thing is meet with the lawyer. The waiting time for transferring the estate to our name has finally expired, so I just need to sign a few papers, and then it’s ours.” He grins at me as we pull out of the drive. “We’ve waited long enough.” 
 
    “Yeah … time flies. It seems like we just landed last month, but it’s already been over a year.” Ten Earth Years. It’s been ten Earth Years since Sarina betrayed me.  
 
    Kalino glances at me, a scowl on his face. “You’ve been dreaming about her again, haven’t you?” he asks, and I nod stiffly. “I was afraid that you’d have some PTSD symptoms when the little ones were born.” 
 
    “What’s PTSD?” 
 
    “Earth term. Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. It’s when something from the past haunts you and impacts your everyday life. Usually, it’s violence or war, but other things can cause it, too.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you just a little Earth-culture guru.” I can’t help the slightly bitter edge to my voice. 
 
    “V … You know, you never really talked about it, just shut us out. You’ll have to deal with it eventually. You can’t keep living like this.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to give me psychotherapy, Kalino.” 
 
    “Who’s the Earth-culture guru now?” he asks with a grin.  
 
    Shaking my head, I turn to watch the scenery as we drive and ignore Kalino’s attempts at further conversation. 
 
    After we finish our breakfast, Kalino tells me that he has to visit the attorney first. 
 
    “You should go hang out in the park. It’s a nice day, and I’m sure I won’t get jumped by fire dragons in the middle of a human city,” he says with a wink. “Besides, you could use some time in the sun that isn’t spent building houses for other people.”  
 
    I just nod at him and find a bench to sit and look around as people run about while Kalino tends to the legal necessities. 
 
    While I sit there, the laughter of children catches my attention. I turn my head to watch the little ones play and smile at the sight of their innocence. Children are gifts from the gods. I can’t help but feel my chest ache a little as I watch a man lift one of the children and toss it into the air. The sight of them laughing and playing together causes me to mourn the loss of a fatherhood that was never meant to be mine. I shake my head at the irony of all three of my brothers having children now while my life revolves around a cat.  
 
    I’m startled out of my spiraling thoughts when Kalino plops down beside me on the bench. 
 
    “Don’t look so sad, V,” he says. He glances at the park and nods decisively before speaking again. “You know … I’ve been learning a lot about human culture, and it’s come to my attention that they have what’s known as surrogacy.” I look at Kalino’s profile, wondering what point he’s trying to make. “It’s a process where two unrelated and unmated people come together to bring life into the world. You can choose a suitable carrier for the child without having an attachment to them. They can be involved in the child’s life or not; the choice is yours.”  
 
    Kalino now has my full attention, and I can feel the ache in my chest grow into a seed of hope. “Really? How does it work? What’s involved?” 
 
    “Well … basically, you go into a clinic, provide some seed, choose a woman, and make a baby. No intercourse required. Everything is surgical. It’s usually for people who can’t conceive, but from what I’ve read, they’re willing to help those who just want children without attachments, too.” 
 
    “I see. That seems … promising.” 
 
    “Yeah. Listen, Faust just called; he’s coming to pick me up. Said he needs me to help him with something. Do you mind taking the ‘Rari back?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say with a shrug, my mind still on what Kalino just told me.  
 
    “Look, I’ll send you some links about the surrogacy process, okay? Might be something to look into,” he says before he jogs away. I watch him leave, a frown on my face. I decide to seize the day and grab a coffee at the nearby Upper East café. I walk toward it, my eyes on the pavement and my mind still on the option of having a baby with a stranger. I’m just rounding the corner when a small, solid form barrels into me. The figure bounces back with a grunt, the scent of sage and cypress teasing me in her wake. 
 
    I reach my hands out to steady her and am shocked by the tingling sensation between our touching skin. She glances up at me briefly and mumbles an apology before pushing past me, her brilliant hazel eyes pinched with worry. The purring of my dragon startles me out of my stupefaction. I stare after her for a moment before I shake my head and turn towards the Ferrari, forgetting about the coffee altogether. The whole drive home, I think about the woman, wondering where I’ve seen her before. There’s this sense of familiarity that I can’t quite place.  
 
    Just as I’m pulling into the driveway, the flash of bronze skin and sparkling eyes in my mind reminds me. The hospital. She’s the woman I keep seeing at the hospital. Maybe she was late for work? I unload the bags Kalino left on the passenger seat and head into the house, pushing thoughts of the woman from my mind and focusing on the matters at hand. 
 
    A text from Kalino with information about a surrogacy agency brings my mind back to the bronze-skinned beauty. What if? I quickly shake the thought from my mind as I start scrolling through the information. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Julie 
 
      
 
    The whole way home from job hunting, I think about the gorgeous man with the haunted, aquamarine eyes. Despite a rather painful collision, he seemed to be the one good in a sea of bad. Not that that’s saying much. After all, my life lately has just been bad after bad after bad.  
 
    I park my Ducati in front of my tiny, rundown, detached apartment and rush inside, hoping to avoid any contact with Charles, my landlord. Charles is a physically attractive man in his mid- to late twenties. But any level of attractiveness he has ends the moment he opens his mouth. The man is a misogynistic douche of a human being, whose only thoughts about women involve how far they can spread their legs. No matter how clearly you tell Charles ‘NO,’ the meaning of the word never really seems to stick in his pea-sized brain, which causes me unending amounts of frustration. I quickly shut and latch my door, breathing out a sigh of relief when I don’t immediately hear a shout from the disgusting man. 
 
    I quickly toss my mail on the busted coffee table that serves as my eating surface and click on the lights. At least, I try to. Cursing, I pull the chain two, three more times before slumping to the creaky couch in defeat. Electricity’s off. Rent’s late. Water’s probably next. What am I going to do? Allowing a moment of weakness to take me over, I drop my head into my hands and suck in a shuddering breath, trying to hold back the tears. After a moment, I shake myself out of the slump and yank out the portable charger that I keep with me for emergencies. I plug in my phone and use the flashlight app to search through my mail, hoping that some employer decided to use snail mail to give me a job offer. 
 
    BANG. BANG. BANG. 
 
    The pounding on my door startles me, causing me to jump a few inches and yelp. I clutch my mail to my chest and shudder in disgust as goosebumps appear on my arms. 
 
    “I know you’re in there, girl! Open up!” comes the growling voice of Charles through the door. Shivering, I sink further into the couch. An unwilling whimper escapes my lips. Charles is a bear of a man, large and imposing with a linebacker frame that stands well over six feet tall. I have absolutely no chance against him. 
 
    He slams his fist on the door again. 
 
    “It’s been three months! Either pay up or get out! Two days. If you don’t pay in two days, I’m starting the eviction process!” he shouts through the door. 
 
    I start sobbing, clutching the mail to my chest. “No … no, no, no, no. Two days … I can’t … that isn’t enough time,” I whisper to myself. I’ve already had to pawn my laptop and Gran’s ring … I’ve even tried to sell the Ducati, but no one will take it with all of the customizations I’ve installed. I can’t lose this apartment. With Gran gone, I have nowhere else to go. Thought after panicky thought races through my mind, sending waves of paralyzing terror through me as I lie on the couch and sob myself to sleep. 
 
    BRING. 
 
    I’m woken by the shrill tone of my phone.  
 
    “Hello?” I answer groggily, hiccupping slightly. 
 
    “Jules, you okay?” the voice of my best friend since childhood greets me.  
 
    I sit up and rub my eyes as they adjust to the glaring morning light filtering through my ripped curtains. “Nic. Yeah, I’m fine. Just woke up. What’s up?” 
 
    “I just got released from the hospital! I was hoping you wouldn’t mind meeting me somewhere quiet for a bit. You didn’t really get to meet Essie the other night since she was sleeping already.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. I’d love to meet you. Did you have something in particular in mind?” 
 
    “Hmmm, how that nice coffee shop in the library? It’s the quietest place in Eastside.”  
 
    I nod my head in agreement before realizing she can’t see the movement. “Yeah, true. Let me change and wash my face, and I’ll meet you there, okay?” 
 
    “Alright. It will take me a bit to waddle over. Adelmo is driving, but I’m still moving pretty slow. Post-partum isn’t the most pleasant part of pregnancy!” she says with a chuckle. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, girl. See you soon.” 
 
    “Yup.” The line goes dead with a click, and I run my hands down my face, hoping against hope that there’s at least some hot water still. 
 
    Luckily, my gas hasn’t been turned off yet, so the water still heats, and I’m able to take a lukewarm shower. Soon I’m sneaking out, careful to walk my Ducati to the street to avoid attracting Charles’ attention. 
 
    Once I’ve parked at the library, I find myself glancing around nervously, waiting for Charles to jump out and demand the rent. I shake the silly thought from my mind when I see a Porsche Panamera approaching. Adelmo steps out of it and gives me a wave before he opens the door for Nicky. 
 
    I step toward her and embrace her with a bear hug while Adelmo pulls a stroller out of the trunk and attaches the car seat containing a sleeping Essie to it. I can’t help but watch longingly as Nicky gives Adelmo a hug. 
 
    “You two fit so well together,” I say.  
 
    “Yeah. He’s amazing,” she says as Adelmo gets into the car and drives off. “It’s just messed up that it took me so long to see it.” She twists the emerald and topaz encrusted ring on her finger.  
 
    I shake my head at her as I take the stroller and push it toward the coffee shop. “Happens to the best of us, love.” 
 
    We make our way to the coffee corner and order two hot cocoa’s as we chat about the baby. Essie is the most beautiful child I’ve ever seen, and I can’t help but look at her sleeping face every few seconds. 
 
    “But enough about Essie and me,” Nicky says after half an hour of baby and pregnancy talk. “Tell me, what’s been going on with you? I haven’t really seen you much since your gran passed.” 
 
    “Yeah, life’s been pretty hectic,” I say as I rub my hands against the empty but still slightly warm cup of cocoa. 
 
    “You know, Jules, you can tell me anything,” she says with a worried gleam in her eyes. “I’m not going to run away. If you need help, let me know.”  
 
    “I know, Nicky, I know,” I reply. I smile at her, not wanting to ruin her new-mom-glow with my problems. “Sometimes we just have to figure things out on our own, y’know? It’s just been a lot with Gran passing, but it’s nothing that I can’t handle.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean, though, Julie. You don’t have to handle it alone. You were there for me when I went through the crazy things of the past year. I’d love it if you let me be there for you while you deal with yours.”  
 
    Tears are prickling behind my eyes, and I can feel my resolve to keep my problems to myself breaking fast. I let out a breath before nodding. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    We sit in silence for a moment before I take another deep breath. “I lost my job. While I was gone taking care of Gran’s last rights and everything, they replaced me.”  
 
    She gasps. “That’s … so illegal.”  
 
    I grimace. “Yeah, but no lawyer wants to take on the case for free, and I don’t have the money to pay upfront.” 
 
    “How can I help?” she says. “Can I kick their ass?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “The time when you could kick someone’s ass for me is over, Nic.” Nicky always used to stand up for me, even when we were young. In preschool, there used to be a little kid, Charlie, who liked to bully me. One time, he pushed me over on the playground, making me fall so hard that I needed stitches, and Nicky jumped straight on him and started punching him. “This is not Charlie, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I see,” she says thoughtfully. “Well, we have an attorney. I’m sure they’d be happy to help.” 
 
    “No. I really just want to move on and be done with them. They were a terrible company to work with anyway. It’s just that my employment ended last month, and I still haven’t found a new job. I’ve had a few interviews, but I’m still waiting for a call back from them, which is not a good sign.” 
 
    “I could talk to my boss?” she suggests. “Maybe there’s an open position at the resort?”  
 
    I let out a breath before nodding. “That would be great, actually.” 
 
    “Of course! I’ll ask and see if there are any open positions and let you know. I’m sure they’ll be able to find something for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nic. You’re a lifesaver.” Now, if only I can figure out how to pay three months’ worth of rent in two days. A flyer over Nicky’s shoulder catches my eye. It has big, bold letters plastered across the top: “EASY AND FAST MONEY, GUARANTEED!” Making a mental note to inspect the flyer more closely later, I delve into the conversation with Nicky, enjoying the company of my friend and her new baby. 
 
    After an hour or so, I escort Nicky and baby Essie out to the waiting Adelmo, waving as they depart with a smile plastered upon my face. I wait a few moments for them to be out of sight before turning around and going back into the coffee shop to read the flyer. I glance around a little nervously, feeling awkward for looking at it. There are several of the same flyers pinned to the board, so I take one down and leave the coffee shop. I venture toward a corner with public-use computers as I read the notice. 
 
    “EASY AND FAST MONEY, GUARANTEED! 
 
    EARN UP TO $50,000 TODAY! 
 
    Requirements: Female between the ages of 19 and 35. 
 
    No history of cancer, drug abuse, or family history of genetic disorders. 
 
    *Not all women who call will qualify. Due to the laws of the state of Missouri, additional information cannot be offered via handouts. Please call the number below between the hours of 9 a.m. and 7 p.m., Monday through Friday, for more information and to schedule an in-person interview!” 
 
    The ad seems too good to be true, so I set it aside and boot up the computer to begin sending out applications for every job I see with a signing bonus. Focusing on those with signing bonuses doesn’t get me far, though, so I quickly begin indiscriminately shooting resumes and applications to any listing I see, with some sending me immediate rejection letters. Before I know it, I’ve been there for hours, and a kind librarian taps me on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s nearly six, dear. The computer station is closing. But there are newspapers over by the current events section that you can look at for job openings if you’d like,” she says, eyeing the open job search site. I nod my thanks and venture toward the indicated section. I begin taking notes on all of the listed openings, but unfortunately, most of the newspaper ads direct you to a website. One ad, in particular, catches my attention. 
 
    “FERTILE FEMALES NEEDED! HELP A FAMILY IN NEED! 
 
    Call the number below between the hours of 9 a.m. and 7 p.m., Monday through Friday, for more information.” 
 
    I pull the flyer from earlier out of my bag and compare the two adverts. The phone number is the same. I glance at the screen of my phone and decide to call. It’s 6:55 p.m. on a Friday, so there’s a good chance that nobody will even answer. The phone rings five times before a chipper, automated voice answers. 
 
    “Thanks for calling Eastside Fertility Clinic! If you’re calling about our Surrogacy program as a potential surrogate, please press 1. If you’re calling as a potential sperm donor, please press 2. If you’re already a client and need to speak with one of our fertility experts, please press 3. If you’re calling to schedule a consultation, please press 4. For all other inquiries, please wait for the tone.” By the time the whirring beep of the answering machine sounds, my heart is racing. Click. I hang up the phone. Surrogacy? Who would do that? Give up your own child? I’m not that desperate. Yet, a little voice in the back of my mind adds.  
 
    I drive home in a daze. Fear of potentially losing my apartment settles like a brick in my gut, and I can’t help but think about the flyer sitting at the bottom of my bag. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    As I prepare my breakfast, I can’t help but think about the information I’ve read about surrogacy. The whole idea of a stranger carrying my child and then just … giving them to me, no strings attached, seems almost too good to be true. It’s not exactly an inexpensive process, but this is about bringing a child, a new life into this world. My child. The surrogacy process would mean that I could do this without a mate. What I’m not sure about, though, is whether I could trust a woman to actually abide by a contract like that. Females, with rare exceptions, simply aren’t trustworthy. Sarina made that perfectly clear.  
 
    I’ve just finished my breakfast and begun washing the dishes when Kalino walks up and claps me on the back. “Vittorio, dude, where have you been? I haven’t seen you since Monday!” 
 
    “You know what, Kal? I’m sure you have a point, but I can’t seem to figure out what it is,” I say as I put away the clean dishes and dry off my hands on a dishtowel.  
 
    “My point, brother, is that it’s now Thursday. Nobody has seen you for the past couple of days. Did you get a job that we don’t know about or something?” 
 
    “No,” I say with a sigh and walk toward the sitting room. 
 
    “Then what is it? Nicky was released from the hospital yesterday, and she wanted to say hi, but you were nowhere to be found.” 
 
    “I’ve just got a lot on my mind, Kal. Wasn’t really in the mood to be around, you know … children.” The words come out awkwardly, and Kalino visibly deflates and sinks into the chair across from me. 
 
    “Yeah … I get that. Must be tough, seeing everyone around here in baby fever.” We’re quiet for a while, Kalino shooting glances at me every now and then. “Have you thought any more about the surrogacy thing?”  
 
    I look up at him with a grimace and shrug. “Honestly?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. A bit. It’s intriguing, but it almost seems like an unrealistic option. Would a woman really carry a child, one that’s half hers and half mine, and just … give them to me? Relinquish all parental rights?” I shake my head at the ridiculousness of the thought. “I don’t really think I can trust a female to abide by those terms.” 
 
    “I get where you’re coming from, V, but not all women are like Sarina. Plus, not all women actually want children. Some are just willing to make other people happy by giving them the biggest gift of all: a baby. Others might be in a tight place financially, which may be why they’re prepared to do it.” 
 
    “You seem a lot more familiar with how female minds work than I am, Kal,” I say with a sigh. 
 
    He grimaces at me, running a hand through his hair and blowing out a rough breath. “Tell you what. Why don’t we make an appointment for a consultation? We can go in, ask a few questions, figure out how things work, that sort of thing. If you’re not satisfied, we leave, and I won’t bring it up again. Fair?” 
 
    My mind is working as I contemplate the idea. Making an appointment doesn’t mean committing to anything yet. Despite my worries and hesitation, I find the idea attractive, and before I know it, the words are slipping from my mouth. “Okay, fine. I can agree with that.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll make the appointment,” he says as he pulls out his phone and exits the room. 
 
    I push the conversation from my mind and continue about my day. My brothers and I have now nearly completed the fifth cottage on the estate. Our ultimate goal is to have seven to eight two- to three-bedroom cottages here. The main house, where Kalino, Faustino, and I are currently still living, will be reserved for visitors in the future. If all goes well, we should be finished with the cottages intended for myself and my siblings before winter. 
 
    The day moves quickly as we work, and before long, I find myself dragging my feet back to the main house and snuggling up with Selene as I drift off to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, the squeaking of door hinges pulls me from my restless slumber. I open my eyes to find a grinning Kalino staring down at me. 
 
    “Wake up, sunshine! We have an appointment.” 
 
    “What?” I ask groggily, dragging myself out of bed. 
 
    “The surrogacy agency was able to fit us in today at 10 a.m.,” he says, rocking back and forth on his heels. “It’s in Eastside, though, so we need to get moving.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say as I blearily rub my eyes. “I’ll be down in ten, alright? Make me some food?” 
 
    “Do you really want to eat my cooking? That’s a terrible start to a potentially amazing day,” he says with a sardonic smile.  
 
    I grimace and shake my head as I walk towards the bathroom. “You’re right. Just pour me some milk and pull out the cereal. I’ll go low tech today.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Doc,” he says with a laugh as he leaves the room, closing the door behind him and leaving me to quickly wash up and get prepared for what is a potentially life-changing appointment. 
 
    The roads to Eastside are surprisingly empty for a Friday morning during commute hours, and we arrive at the clinic at 9:30 a.m. As we enter the chic waiting room, a smiling receptionist greets us. 
 
    “You must be Kalino and Vittorio,” she says while briefly glancing down at her computer screen. “Please, have a seat, and I’ll let the consultation specialist know you’re here.”  
 
    Kalino drags me down into a set of chairs directly across from the receptionist. We don’t have to wait long before the door next to the receptionist opens, and a kind-faced, middle-aged man steps out, speaks to the receptionist briefly, and waves at us to come forward.  
 
    “Mr. Vollmer,” he says, shaking Kalino’s hand. “Can I assume that this is your brother Vittorio?” 
 
    “Yes, this is him.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he says as he takes my hand in a surprisingly firm grip. “I’m Dr. Bernard. If you’d both please follow me, we’ll just be heading to my office. I like to do consultations in a slightly less … sterile … environment,” he says with a chuckle.  
 
    We follow the man down the corridor to a well-equipped corner office with cozy chairs and tasteful art. He gestures to the chairs as he takes a seat behind a large, mahogany desk. 
 
    “So, Mr. Vollmer,” Dr. Bernard says, looking at me. “Your brother tells me that you’re interested in having a child without the attachments of a relationship but are hesitant about the process.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, glaring at Kalino, who just shrugs. 
 
    “That’s perfectly normal. The main purpose of this meeting will be to go over the process with you, answer any questions you may have, and address your concerns. If everything we go over is to your satisfaction, then we can discuss how to move forward, if that’s what you’d like.” 
 
    “Alright.”  
 
    “Excellent. Now, first things first. We do require all potential participants to undergo background checks for the safety of any children who are born. Your brother has already provided me with the necessary information, I just need you to sign a few papers, and we can run the scans while we discuss the particulars.”  
 
    I nod and scan the papers he holds out to me. Once they’re signed, he presses a button on his desk and asks the receptionist to pick them up and process them. 
 
    “So how exactly does this process work, Doctor?” I ask. Despite my reservations, I’m curious as to how this entire process is managed.  
 
    Chuckling, the doctor pulls out some pamphlets and places them before me, giving me a moment to peruse them before speaking. “Basically, we will match you with a woman who fits your requirements to carry your child. You will provide us with the funds to cover all of her medical expenses, compensate her, and cover the cost of the procedures. Once the implantation is complete, and the fetus is confirmed as viable, which is approximately one month after the initial procedure, we will pay the female 50% of the payment for her time and efforts. The remaining 50% is paid upon the birth of the child. We do collect the funding upfront and hold it in escrow to ensure timely payment of our surrogates.” 
 
    “I see … and have you ever had a case where the carrier refused to part with the child?” I ask my most pressing question.  
 
    “Yes, of course. There is always that risk. After all, the surrogate is carrying the child in her body for nine months, literally growing a person. Those cases, however, are fairly rare. On occasion, we’ve actually had the surrogate and donor bond over the child. A few have even married after the birth.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “How often, would you say, are the women too attached to the child to relinquish their parental rights?” asks Kalino helpfully. 
 
    “Oh, I’d say about seven to eight percent of the time … not very often. Keep in mind that we match hundreds of surrogates and donors or prospective parents each month, so seven to eight percent is a relatively low number.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, slightly comforted by the infrequency of the occurrence. 
 
    “Of course, given your draconic nature, finding a female who can carry your child will require some extra effort, as the woman must have at least some latent draconic heritage, but that shouldn’t be too difficult here in Eastside. Those with gifted blood are drawn here like moths to a flame,” says Dr. Bernard with a chuckle.  
 
    I glance at Kalino in shock, but he just laughs at the expression on my face. 
 
    “Did you think I’d take you to a human-specific surrogacy clinic, V?” he asks. “I did my research, brother.” 
 
    “We provide services for both non-gifted humans and gifted people,” Dr. Bernard says. “Our matching algorithm takes your nature into calculation when finding a match for you.” 
 
    There’s a knock on the door, and the receptionist returns with several papers. The doctor flips through them, humming to himself before nodding and looking back up at us.  
 
    “It looks like your background came back clean, so if you’d like, we can move forward with the process.” 
 
    “What are the specifics of the process?” asks Kalino. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have you fill out some forms about your physical, educational, and hobby preferences and run some genetic tests. Once we find someone who matches all or most of your requirements and is a good genetic fit for producing a healthy child, we’ll notify you and schedule a meet and greet to see if you and the surrogate are agreeable. If you are, we collect the funds and begin the process.” 
 
    “Is there any initial cost for the testing and matching process?” asks Kalino. 
 
    “Yes, of course. The testing isn’t terribly cheap, unfortunately. The preliminary expenses are $5,000 for the matching process.” 
 
    “And if they decide to move forward?” 
 
    “An additional $100,000 is required. Given that you’re gifted, additional expenses are involved. $50,000 of that will be paid to the surrogate, while the remainder goes toward medical expenses and our clinic fees.” 
 
    “That’s actually not terrible,” Kalino says, turning towards me. “We’re more than equipped to cover the costs if you wish to move forward.”  
 
    “I see,” I say as I rub my eyes. “I’m not certain, though. I’m still hesitant to trust a woman I’ve never met to carry my child.” 
 
    “That’s understandable, of course,” says the doctor. “What we can do is go forward with the testing and matching process. We’ll collect the preliminary expense and get you matched. Then you can meet the surrogate we match you with and decide. Since we won’t move forward without agreement from both you and the surrogate, you can rest assured that there is no commitment necessary beyond providing for the initial expense and testing if you choose not to move forward.”  
 
    I frown and mull over the information in my head. 
 
    “I think you should at least do the testing, V,” Kalino says beside me. “You can always decide not to go forward if you don’t trust the chosen female.” 
 
    “And of course,” the doctor adds, “we won’t store any sperm samples until you’ve selected and approved a surrogate. We’ll collect one sample for the purpose of testing and matching, but it’s disposed of once the testing is complete.” 
 
    I nod and make my decision. “Alright. What do we need to do?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 - Julie 
 
      
 
    It’s been three days since Charles told me I had two to pay. He hasn’t said anything, but I know it’s only a matter of time now. Nicky said she hasn’t been able to talk to her boss yet about an opening. I don’t know what to do if I don’t find a job soon. At least today’s interview didn’t go too badly. Hopefully, they call me with happier news than the last three potential employers did.  
 
    Thoughts and fears swirl in my mind like a morbid monologue as I park in front of my apartment. On my phone, I see that it’s only noon. It feels later. Probably because I haven’t eaten anything substantial in a couple of days.  
 
    I enter my cold, foodless apartment and plop down on the couch, not even bothering to check the kitchen cabinets. I know they’re empty. They have been since Wednesday. 
 
    After a moment of sulking, my phone rings, the sound startling me out of my spiraling thoughts. I glance at the unfamiliar number and plaster a smile on my face, hoping that it leaks into my voice. 
 
    “Hello, this is Julie Adams speaking, how may I help you?” I say in what I hope is a happy, positive voice. 
 
    “Hi, yes, Miss Adams. It’s Geoffrey. We met earlier about the receptionist position at B&E Security.” 
 
    “Mr. Geoffrey, yes, hello. It’s a pleasure to hear from you,” I say brightly, excited by my first post-interview call. My heart is hammering in my chest. 
 
    “It’s nice to speak with you again, as well, Miss Adams. I actually wanted to call and let you know that I was very impressed with your resume and references today! I believe you were, by far, our top candidate!” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, sir. I’m happy to hear that,” I say, but my heart drops when I hear him sigh at the other end of the line, the sound sending ice through my veins. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I was outvoted, and I’m afraid you didn’t get the position.” I can hear the grimace in his voice as the little seed of hope that had sprouted in my chest shrivels. “Unfortunately, my partners had a particular vision in mind for the new receptionist, and you didn’t quite make the cut.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” I manage. “Thank you for letting me know.” 
 
    “Of course. I didn’t want you to wait around for a call that wasn’t coming. You deserve more respect than that.” His words are a small consolation for the damage done to my resolve to figure things out. 
 
    “Thank you. Have a good afternoon, sir,” I say numbly as I hang up the phone. I grab my legs and curl into a ball on the couch, beginning to sob in despair. I was so certain I had gotten that one. Damnit. What am I going to do? A banging on my door startles a hiccup out of me. 
 
    “Julie! Open up!” shouts Charles. I curl tighter, unable to face my angry landlord right now. The handle of the door jiggles lightly before the door cracks open. With a start, I realize that I didn’t lock it. Fear shoots through my system as Charles pushes his way into my tiny apartment, closing the door roughly behind him. 
 
    “It’s already been three days, Adams,” he growls and turns to face my crumpled form on the threadbare couch. The expression on his face changes from aggressive to startled to something like worry. 
 
    “Julie? Is … is everything alright?” he asks quietly, startling me with his kindness.  
 
    A little shocked, I force myself to sit up and shake my head. I watch him for a moment as he opens my cupboards and fridge and shakes his head when he finds them empty. He’s never been anything but lecherous or demanding to me, so I don’t know how to deal with this softness. 
 
    “Oh Jules,” he says, sounding almost pained. “Tell me.” 
 
    Hesitantly, I tell him about losing my job when I left to tend to Gran’s burial and about struggling to find a new one. When I finish telling him everything, he places his arms around me in an embrace. I force myself not to stiffen in fear or disgust, hoping against hope that his sympathy is real, and that he might give me more time to pay.  
 
    After a few minutes of silence, he shakes his head. “You don’t have to live like this, Jules. You know that, right?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask cautiously, carefully extracting myself from his arms. 
 
    “There are people who care about you, Julie.” He pauses, watching my reaction before pushing on. “I care about you. You know that, don’t you?” He leans closer, the feel of his skin on my arms sending shivers of repulsion through my body. I resist the urge to pull away, fear coating my tongue. I shake my head and slowly scoot back on the couch. This feels wrong on so many levels. Unable to take a hint, he scoots closer and takes my hands, clenching them between his in what should have been a comforting gesture. 
 
    “You don’t have to live like this, Jules. I can take care of you. Just say the word. You know I’d do anything for you. I’ve made that perfectly clear.”  
 
    I gulp and shake my head, taking a shaky but determined breath. “You know I can’t do that, Charles.”  
 
    “That’s fine, Jules,” he says sweetly, though I can sense the danger underneath it. “I know you’re not ready for a relationship yet. We don’t have to go that far. We can take it one step at a time. Let me take care of you. All I ask is that you give me a chance. Trust me; once you taste what I have to offer, you won’t want anything else.” 
 
    “I … please, Charles, no. I’ll pay you. I just need some more time. Please.”  
 
    His face twists into a grotesque expression, and his eyes turn cruel. I try to pull my hands away, but he crushes them between his own. Leaning closer, he inhales sharply before kissing me sloppily on the cheek.  
 
    “You’ll be mine, Julie Adams. Just watch. You’ll come crawling back to me when you can’t pay. I’ll even turn your electricity back on for you since I’m such a generous man. After all, you’re already mine,” he says, his voice barely more than a whisper. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll give you until next Wednesday. It’s Friday now, so that gives you five days. I want my money, or I want you naked in my bed.”  
 
    His sadistic tone sends shivers down my spine. He leans in again and kisses me forcefully on the lips, trying to force his tongue into my mouth, but I keep my lips clamped shut. Before I can gather my thoughts, he’s gone, and my apartment door is closed. Within minutes, my lights flicker on, and my microwave beeps, the sounds startling me out of my daze. 
 
    I stumble to the sink to wash my hands and gargle water, desperate to get the taste of Charles’ slimy lips off of me. Shit. What am I going to do now? My back against the fridge, I slide to the floor, shaking with unshed tears. I can’t let him win. I force myself to my feet and dig through my bag, yanking out the flyer from the library coffee shop. For a moment, I stare at it in silence before pulling out my phone and calling the number. After three rings, I’m nearly ready to hang up when a voice answers chirpily. 
 
    “Hello, Eastside Fertility Clinic, this is Denise speaking. How may I direct your call?” 
 
    “Hi, yes, uhm … I saw your ad at the Upper East library. I was hoping to get some more information.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course!” the woman says enthusiastically, then starts speaking very fast. “Well, we’re looking for surrogate mothers to carry children. Some of our potential parents are couples who just need a carrier, and some are single men or women. The single men generally need an egg donor, as well. Of course, surrogates who use their own eggs receive higher compensation, and there are some other things that can increase the amount of compensation provided. If you’d like, I could schedule a time for you to receive the free testing to see if you’d be a match for our program, Miss …” 
 
    “Adams. Julie Adams,” I manage, my head reeling with all of the information. 
 
    “Excellent, Miss Adams. Would you like to schedule a consultation?”  
 
    I gulp and nod, before realizing that she can’t see it. “Uhm … yes, please.” 
 
    “Excellent, what day and time work for you, Miss Adams?” 
 
    “What’s the soonest you have available?” 
 
    “Hhhmmm, let me check …” I hear the working of fingers on computer keys for a moment before she speaks again. “It looks like we actually have an opening this afternoon at 3 p.m. Would you be able to make that? It’s already two now.” 
 
    “Yes, I can make that,” I say hastily. 
 
    “Wonderful. I’ll see you at three, Miss Adams.”  
 
    “Right, three.” I hang up the phone and pull up the clinic’s address. It’s only twenty minutes away, so I should be able to make it in time. I close my eyes and slump back on the couch. Whatever this is, it might be a first step to finding a solution. 
 
    When I arrive at the clinic an hour later, I’m quickly ushered into a sterile-looking room where I’m poked and prodded by a nurse taking my vitals. When she’s done and apparently satisfied with what she’s found, she leaves, and an older woman enters the room. 
 
    “Julie Adams?” she asks. 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “Hello, I’m Dr. Thompson. I take care of our surrogates here at the clinic. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too, Doctor.” 
 
    “Now, I just need to ask a few questions before we get started. We like to establish a relationship with our surrogates.” Her kind smile helps me to relax. She asks me various personal and family health history questions, and I answer as best as I can. Once she finishes with the extensive list of health questions, she moves on to hobbies and education. 
 
    “I have a bachelor’s degree in civil engineering, and until recently, I worked with a contractor for the county.” 
 
    “Excellent. STEM degrees are very desirable! How about hobbies?” 
 
    “Well, I like motorcycles and mechanics. I work on bikes and cars when I can.” 
 
    “That’s fabulous. Do you have any other skills that you’d like to list?” I shrug as I watch her make a few notes. “Let’s see … do you ride horses, swim, like water, enjoy nature and hiking, or anything of that nature?” she asks helpfully.  
 
    I laugh and nod. “Yes to all of those, actually! I grew up at the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma, where my gran was the resident medicine woman, so I got a healthy appreciation for nature and animals.” 
 
    “Wonderful! We actually have one parent to be who’s requirements match very closely with your profile so far! He’s a higher-end client, too. We just need to do the genetic testing to verify if you’re a good fit.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, heart pounding. 
 
    “Now.” She takes off her glasses and sets the clipboard aside, looking me in the eyes. “Just out of curiosity. Why do you want to be a surrogate, Julie?” When I hesitate, she adds, “There is no right or wrong answer here. I just need to understand your motivations to give you and your match the best experience possible without overstepping any boundaries.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say, swallowing nervously. “The thing is, I really need the money. My gran died recently, and I had to go back to Oklahoma to deal with the final arrangements and everything. Unfortunately, while I was gone, my company replaced me. My trip to Oklahoma ate up quite a bit of my savings, and I haven’t found a new job yet, so this was the best I could come up with to keep my apartment.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that you lost your job,” the doctor says kindly. “Well, we’ll do everything we can to help you. You’ll have full access to our resources as a surrogate, and your match will likely offer you additional support if needed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
    “Not a problem, dear. Now we just need to take your blood, do a routine gynecological checkup, and take a urine sample. Not necessarily in that order, of course.” 
 
    “Alright.”  
 
    Once she’s done poking and prodding me, I tug my clothes back on and wait for a little bit while they run the data through their system. Dr. Thompson explains that they’re going to expedite the testing for me and get it done before I leave the office, so I don’t need to wait at home to hear from them if they’ve found a potential match or not. After about an hour, Dr. Thompson returns to the room with another clipboard in her hand. 
 
    “Julie, dear, it looks like we’ve already found a potential match. You’re an impeccable fit for the profile and genetically compatible. Honestly, your numbers are nearly perfect as far as compatibility goes.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask curiously. 
 
    “Well, we have a compatibility index that accurately, with about 98% accuracy, in fact, can predict the viability of offspring between two individuals.” 
 
    “That sounds fascinating.” 
 
    “It really is. You and the father-to-be who your profile matched with, have a 97% compatibility index, which is virtually unheard of!” She pauses and beams at me. “The best news for you, I’d imagine, is that the success of the procedure is nearly guaranteed if you two choose to move forward. Plus, the father-to-be is a premium prospect, meaning you’ll make the maximum surrogate allowance of $50,000 for working with him.” 
 
    I let the information sink in. It’s awkward to talk about money when there is the prospect of something so pure, of bringing a baby into the world. But I have to admit that receiving that kind of money would put my financial problems soundly behind me. “That would be … really helpful,” I say. 
 
    The doctor smiles brilliantly at me before glancing back down at her clipboard. “Would you be able to come back in on Monday for the meet and greet with the potential father-to-be? Say, noon?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then I will see you on Monday! I’ll make the arrangements with the father-to-be and see you then. If anything changes, Denise will give you a call, and if not, I’ll see you on Monday, alright?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Thank you.” 
 
    “No, Miss Adams,” she says, shaking her head, “thank you! We were somewhat worried about finding a viable match for this client, but you came in not even five hours after him. It must be fate.”  
 
    Her words send shivers down my spine. This situation has something strange about it. First, the insane compatibility of him and me, and then the very close timing of our visits. I wonder who this person is. 
 
    But any thoughts of the person whose child I’ll be carrying disappear from my head as I pull up in front of my apartment. There’s a large cardboard box sitting in front of my door. I approach it cautiously. On top is a note, and the words on it send tremors of disgust racing through me.  
 
    ‘Take care of yourself. I don’t want to see you wither away. I’ll see you on Wednesday. 
 
    Love, Charlie 
 
    P.S. Wear this when you come to me.’ 
 
    I kick the box of food into my apartment, making sure to lock and bolt the door before grudgingly digging through it. The man might be disgusting, but I won’t let my pride make me starve when there’s perfectly good food right here. After all, I need to keep myself healthy if I want to bring a healthy child into this world. Grimacing, I tug out the piece of fabric beneath the note, shaking the silky material out to find a barely-there teddy. Yuck. I toss the fabric in the trash, shuddering with revulsion as I put away rice, canned soup, meats, fruits, and vegetables. Hopefully, he’s not trying to poison me, I think as I prepare my first meal in days. 
 
    As I get busy with pots and pans, my mind can’t help but wander to the beautiful stranger with the aquamarine eyes I bumped into the other day on the street. What is he doing right now? Is he also cooking? Does he know that I’m thinking about him? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    By the time the doctors and nurses finish poking at me and asking various screening questions, it’s almost 3 p.m. I’m exhausted after having spent nearly five hours around strangers asking probing questions and sticking needles everywhere they want to.  
 
    Kalino and I decide to stop and grab food from a drive-through on our way home as he chatters on about how fascinating the surrogacy process is. 
 
    “So, V, what do you think? Seems like they could really give you what you want here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’ll have to wait to see who they match me with before jumping to any conclusions. If I get any dishonest vibes, I’m out.” 
 
    “Totally understandable, but I’m telling you, from what I’ve read, they’re the best of the best when it comes to gifted baby-making,” he says with a snicker.  
 
    I roll my eyes at him and shove another bite of greasy food into my mouth. As we pull into the driveway of the estate, my phone rings. I pull the rectangular device out of my pocket and stare at the unknown number on the screen.  
 
    “You should answer it,” Kalino says through a mouth full of fries. “It could be the clinic.” 
 
    “So soon?” I say doubtfully. He just nods at the phone in response. Sighing, I slide the ‘answer’ button and bring the speaker to my ear with a muffled, ‘hello.’ 
 
    “Mr. Vollmer! It’s Dr. Thompson, from the clinic. We met during your genetic testing. I’m glad we were able to get hold of you. I have great news!” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Not long after you left, we had a potential surrogate come in who is nearly an exact match with your requirements!” 
 
    “That’s … uhm … great news,” I manage, not really knowing what to say. 
 
    “Yes, I thought you’d be excited. You actually have a 97% genetic compatibility rating, so I’m confident that the procedure will go without a hitch, should you both choose to move forward. We do have the surrogate coming back on Monday at noon if you’d be able to come to meet her then?” 
 
    “Monday, wow … so soon?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Of course, I understand if that’s a bit soon for you, but we do have several other potential matches for this surrogate. Their compatibility ratings aren’t as high as yours, but if you’d prefer to wait, we can have her meet with other candidates.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant. Monday is fine. Thank you, Doctor.” 
 
    “Excellent! We’ll see you on Monday! Can we be expecting your brother along as well?”  
 
    “Uhm, no. It will just be myself.” 
 
    “Of course. We’ll have a lunch prepared in our tearoom so you can meet each other and ask any questions in a comfortable environment.” 
 
    “Great. Thank you,” I say before I hang up. 
 
    “Well, that was fast,” says Kalino, who has apparently heard every word. 
 
    “Very,” I say with a slight smile as we climb out of his Ferrari, fast food bags in hand. 
 
    “Are you excited by the possibility?” 
 
    “Yeah, a little, I have to admit. There’s so much to prepare, though.” 
 
    “Well, your cottage is almost done, isn’t it?” Kalino says. 
 
    “Yeah, just need to finish the roof. We should be done this weekend, actually.” 
 
    “Cool. When will Faust’s be done?” 
 
    “Before winter, for sure. I’ll probably get started on yours while Gino and Emiliano finish his.” 
 
    “Nice. Gonna take any time off to fix up your nursery?” I can feel the blood drain from my face and stumble slightly. Kalino laughs raucously. “Really, V? You didn’t think about planning for a nursery?” 
 
    “You know, the possibility of being a father anytime soon wasn’t realistic until a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “I get that. Well, it’s something to think about.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say, my mind drifting to the nursery room that had been prepared back on Nethuns. I shake the image from my mind and grin at Kalino. “I’m going to be a father.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure. 97% genetic compatibility is crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah … wow …” I take my food up to my room in a daze, Selene prancing along behind me. 
 
    Throughout the weekend, I’m constantly distracted by thoughts of the future, of having a tiny person to care for. My brothers tease me repeatedly when they find me staring off into the distance, thinking about some new facet of fatherhood. 
 
    “You know, I always imagined that you’d be a father before the rest of us, Vittorio,” Emiliano says. 
 
    “I know, Milio. So did I. But things don’t always go the way we expect them to.” 
 
    “Now that’s a truth if I’ve ever heard one,” he laughs as we place the last roofing tiles on the top of my future home. 
 
    “Looks like we’re finally done with your little slice of the estate, V.” Emiliano shades his eyes as he looks out over the little driveway below us. “Two more, and we can take a break for a few months before finishing up.” 
 
    We climb down from the roof and do one more walk through the cottage to make sure everything is in order before heading to the lake for a swim.  
 
    As the sun sets, we drag our aching bodies out of the water and dry off. 
 
    “When are you gonna move into your cottage, Vittorio?” asks Emiliano as he shakes out his hair. 
 
    “I’ll probably start moving stuff over next week. I want to make sure everything is ready before I bring home a baby.” 
 
    “Makes sense. Well,” he yawns, stretching, “have a good night, and good luck tomorrow. Hope she is what you need for this thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. Night.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 – Julie 
 
      
 
    I splash water on my face and look in the mirror. Today is the day. Today I meet the man whose child I’m going to carry. I let out a nervous breath, brush my teeth, and make myself as presentable as possible. My stomach is in knots, so I skip breakfast and leave, taking the long route to the clinic to waste some time. I still need to come up with a way to pay rent this week … Dr. Thompson said I wouldn’t get paid for nearly a month.  
 
    I park at the clinic and check the time. 11:45 a.m. Perfect. Hopefully, I’m here before whoever I’m meeting. I swallow nervously and smooth down my hair and pants. 
 
    “Hello Miss Adams,” Denise greets me cheerily as I enter the building. “I’m glad that you’re here early. Dr. Thompson wanted to speak with you before your meeting.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay, thanks,” I stammer, a little nonplussed, wondering if a problem has come up. 
 
    Denise buzzes the door open and gestures for me to follow her. She leads me down the hall to a plush office with pictures of smiling families and ultrasounds.  
 
    “Please have a seat. Dr. Thompson will be right in.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I say, nervously sinking down into one of the cozy chairs. Hopefully, they didn’t change their mind about letting me work with them. After a few minutes, the door opens, and Dr. Thompson enters the room.  
 
    “Julie,” she says as she shakes my hand and sits behind the desk. “I’m glad you’re here early. I wanted to let you know before your meeting that I got special approval for you.” 
 
    “Special approval?” 
 
    “Yes. Dr. Bernard, who handles the prospective parent side of things, told me that the client has already transferred the funds to us for the procedure. I was able to make arrangements to get you three thousand dollars of the payment early, given your high compatibility rating.” 
 
    “Early?” I ask, hardly daring to believe my ears. 
 
    “Yes. If everything goes well with the meeting, we can perform the insemination today and transfer the funds to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, my head reeling. “That’s … Thank you. I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    She puts her hand on my arm. “My top concern is that you go through this process as safely and comfortably as possible. And that means you having a roof over your head and food on your table.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I stammer, feeling tears prick behind my eyes at her kind words. “It truly means a lot.” 
 
    “Also, I’m sure I could provide you with a promissory note showing that you will be receiving the remaining $22,000 for the first payment at the one-month checkup.” 
 
    “That would be amazing.” 
 
    “Excellent, I’ll see to it. Now all you need to do is meet the client. You can give him these papers to sign,” she says as she hands me them. “I’ll show you to the tearoom where you’ll be meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor.” 
 
    My heart warms at her kindness. I smile as I walk into the tearoom, ready to meet the future father of my child. As I take my seat on the far side of the table set for two, the door opens once more. All air rushes from my lungs as the man who’s been haunting my dreams for nearly a week now walks in. I feel my cheeks warming at the memory of colliding with his deliciously solid form. 
 
    I wipe my hands on my pants and stand to greet the gorgeous man. 
 
    “Hello,” I manage. I can’t help but feel a smile spread across my face.  
 
    “Hello. My name’s Vittorio,” he says as he takes my hand in greeting. I shiver at his touch. “You’re the, uhm, surrogate?” 
 
    “Yes. My name is Julie Adams. As you can see,” I say, gesturing towards the table laden with finger foods, “the clinic has provided refreshments. Would you care to join me?”  
 
    I hold my breath as he inclines his head and pulls out my chair. He gestures for me to sit and, once I do, pushes it in behind me before taking his own seat. My heart beats wildly in my chest as I steal looks at him. He has wavy, dirty-blond hair that reminds me of the pictures of surfers in San Diego. His chiseled jaw is clenched tightly, the sight making me frown and fidget nervously.  
 
    “So,” I say cautiously, selecting a small sandwich from the table and nibbling on it nervously, “do you have any questions for me? I’m told that we’re supposed to be getting to know each other here.” 
 
    “I believe that most of my questions have been answered by your file already, Miss Adams,” he says warily. 
 
    “Of course,” I say as I meet his chilling, aquamarine gaze with my own hazel one. “You say most, however, as if you have another. If you’d like to ask it, I can attempt to answer.” 
 
    “Of course. I only wish to know if you will carry my child to term and relinquish your parental rights to me. I don’t want any unnecessary drama during this process.” An ache spreads in my chest at his words, and a rushing fills my ears. Flashes of different scenes, of him, me, a child, tears, blood, pass before my eyes, but in a blink, they’re gone. I shake my head to dislodge the images and look him in the eyes. 
 
    “If that is what you wish, then I’m more than willing to comply. This is simply a transaction between two adults.” 
 
    “Excellent. In that case, I’ve been told that you have the contract which I am required to sign?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s right here,” I say, sliding the papers that Dr. Thompson gave me earlier toward him. He flips through them quickly before scribbling his signature in the appropriate places and standing to leave. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Adams,” he says before he disappears through the door. 
 
    “Of course.” With my heart pounding in my ears, I scribble my signature below his in all of the appropriate boxes and finish eating. A moment later, Dr. Thompson enters and approaches me. 
 
    “Excellent, Julie. Vittorio is completing his portion of the procedure now, and then we can perform the insemination and transfer the initial deposit to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Thompson.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    The procedure is relatively painless, and before I know it, I’m on my way with a certified check and promissory note in hand. Eagerly, I make my way to the bank to deposit the check and withdraw the two thousand dollars that I owe Charles as another certified check. No sense in risking that he misplaces it. Once I’m back at the apartment, I slip the check into Charles’ mail slot and sequester myself away in my tiny studio. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    It’s been two weeks since I officially met the woman who makes my dragon purr like a damn kitten. She’s gorgeous, with tilted, sparkling hazel eyes, and defined lips in a regal face. I close my eyes and picture her sun-kissed, bronze skin and dark, burnished, cascading hair flowing down her back as she turned to greet me. It took all of my self-control to not throw the table out of the way and have my way with her there. Only the memory of Sarina’s betrayal kept me in control of my dragon’s overwhelming desire. 
 
    My phone rings as I take a sip of the overly sweet latte before me in the nearly empty outdoor seating of the Upper Eastside Library Café. 
 
    I answer the unknown number to hear a male voice on the other end of the line. “May I please speak with Vittorio Vollmer?”  
 
    Frowning, I glance at the number again and shrug. “This is he.” 
 
    “Ah, hello, Mr. Vollmer. It’s James, Dr. Bernard’s assistant. How are you today?” 
 
    “I’m well, thank you,” I say, trying to keep the impatience from my tone. 
 
    “That’s wonderful, sir. I’m actually calling to let you know that we’ve just completed the two-week checkup with Miss Adams. Everything looks fine. The fetus has been successfully implanted and begun normal development.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news,” I reply quietly, standing from my seat and tossing the remainder of the too-sweet drink in the trash. The assistant talks on a little more about the plan for an additional checkup in two more weeks before ending the call with well wishes.  
 
    I’m going to be a father. Finally. After all these years. 
 
    Thoughts of the future and ‘what ifs’ float around in my head as I start up my slate-gray Tesla Model X and pull out of the library parking lot. Distracted, I merge onto the main road with no particular destination in mind. After a couple of hours of aimless driving, I find myself pulling into a shopping center parking lot. 
 
    I park and look around. There are several chain restaurants, clothing stores, and a grocer. For a moment, I just sit there, watching as people come and go, my mind far away. A growling pang in my stomach jars me out of my daze, and, seeing the sign on the grocer window that says ‘sandwiches made to order,’ I decide to go in and grab something to eat before heading home.  
 
    I order a cold roast beef sandwich, pay, and make my way out of the store. Suddenly, I see a flash of bronze skin and burnished hair from the corner of my eye. I stop in my tracks, my dragon roaring to life. For just a second, I hesitate. I know I have no business approaching her outside of the clinic, but I can’t help myself. I can’t fight the urge to see if it’s really her. 
 
    As I turn the corner of the aisle, I hear her melodic voice. 
 
    “Hello?” she asks, and for a moment, I think she’s seen me, but she’s actually holding a phone to her ear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 - Julie 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” I answer my phone, holding it with my shoulder as I grab some bread and put it in my basket. 
 
    “Julie.” Charles’ voice in my ear elicits a groan from me. He never calls me, so I’m not quite prepared to hear him on the other end of the line. I only answered because I thought it might be the clinic. 
 
    “Hey, Charles,” I say, wincing at just having to say his name. 
 
    “You haven’t paid rent this month.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I only had enough to pay the back rent, but I can pay two months on the 30th!” 
 
    “That’s not good enough, Jules.” I shiver in disgust at his use of my nickname. “You need to pay today, or I’m changing the locks.” 
 
    “I can’t. I gave you a copy of the promissory note. You know I’m good for it.” 
 
    “I want cash. Today, Julie.”  
 
    I sigh and drag my hand down my face in exhaustion. “I can’t pay you until the 30th, Charles.” 
 
    “You know, you could just move in with me. You don’t have to live worrying about money or food all the time. You won’t need to continue with this stupid surrogacy thing, either. You won’t even need to find another job. Your only duties would be to look pretty, cook, and be naked in my bed every night. You have to admit, that’s a pretty good offer.” His words send shivers of repulsion racing through me. 
 
    “I’m not moving in with you, Charles.” 
 
    “Then you’re paying me today, Julie. Those are your options,” he says caustically and hangs up the phone before I refuse him again. I lean on the handle of my cart and place my head in my hands, giving in to the tears threatening to choke me. 
 
    “Julie,” comes a hesitant voice from behind me, sending shivers of a different kind through my body. “Miss Adams, are you alright?” I can feel his hands hovering behind me as if he’s not sure whether to rub my back or run away. Sniffling, I look up to find the frowning face of Vittorio. He hands me a napkin, and I look at him as I hiccup and wipe my face. 
 
    “Thank you. I … I’m sorry you had to see that,” I say, feeling embarrassed. “How are you?” 
 
    “Well, to be honest,” he says, “I’m worried. Are you okay? I … I don’t mean to pry, but I saw you and was going to say hi, but then you got that call, so I was waiting as I didn’t want to interrupt you … and then you were crying. Really, are you okay?”  
 
    The worried frown on his face makes me smile slightly. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Could I maybe buy you a sandwich? I hear that they’re pretty good,” he says, holding up a bag with one of the store’s artisan sandwiches wrapped inside.  
 
    For a moment, I hesitate, but he looks so lost that I finally nod my agreement and allow him to lead me over to the sandwich counter. “Anything you want. Please, I insist,” he says.  
 
    I order a roast beef sandwich with cheese and tomatoes from the elderly woman behind the counter. Vittorio holds up several bags of chips in front of me and looks at me questioningly. Smiling, I point to the harvest veggie chips as the woman behind the counter finishes up my sandwich. Vittorio pays for the sandwich, chips, and a bottle of water before turning to face me. Behind him, the old woman smiles and wiggles her eyebrows at me, causing me to blush. 
 
    “You two make a cute couple,” she says in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “Oh … uhm, thanks,” says Vittorio with a slight tinge to his cheeks before leading me to the outdoor seating area and sitting down. He places my sandwich in front of me and pulls out his own. We eat in silence, with Vittorio glancing at me from time to time.  
 
    “Are you alright?” he asks when I finish my sandwich.  
 
    I take a moment to think before pushing away my chips and sighing. “I’m not sure. I think so,” I say hesitantly. His presence puts me at ease, but I don’t know why, and that uncertainty terrifies me almost as much as the call from Charles did.  
 
    “I don’t want to pry … but what was that call about to have upset you so much?” he asks.  
 
    His kindness makes me smile, and a voice in the back of my head says that he deserves to know. After all, I’m carrying his child. I take a shuddering breath and brace myself for his reaction, hoping he doesn’t think too badly of me. 
 
    “It was my landlord,” I say with a sigh. “I … I lost my job a few months ago and haven’t been able to find a new one, so I’m pretty much always behind on rent. I finally managed to pay the back rent but couldn’t cover this month’s, too.” 
 
    “I see,” he says simply.  
 
    I chew on my lip before blurting out the rest. “The clinic gave me a promissory note, saying that I’d have the first part of the money by the end of the month, but he wants it now, or …” I shudder, unable to finish my sentence. 
 
    “Or what?” asks Vittorio, raising his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “He said he’d support me, take care of food and bills if I sleep with him.” I don’t know what makes me say it, and I want to take it back immediately, ashamed of my lack of discretion. Vittorio’s face begins turning red, and he clenches his fists. “Don’t worry! I told him no. There’s no risk of me getting into anything that could hurt the baby,” I add hastily. 
 
    “That’s …” He shakes his head angrily. “That man deserves to be hurt. Badly. That’s extortion. Abuse of a position of authority. You shouldn’t be staying at a place like that.”  
 
    The fact that his anger is directed at Charles and that his concern seems genuine warms my heart. “I know. It’s just … I don’t have anywhere else to go. At least, not until I get the first payment. With that, I could probably find a new apartment, but until then, I’m stuck. Unfortunately, I’ve already sold everything of value that I can. I even pawned my work laptop and Gran’s wedding band.” Tears begin dripping down my face at the thought of the lost heirlooms. I don’t want to reveal all of this to the future father of my child, but it’s like I can’t help myself. Like I have to spill all of my secrets to this man. “The very last thing I had of Gran, and even that’s gone now. Just like her.” The words force their way out in a broken whisper. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    The sight of Julie’s tears is like a lance to my chest, and before I even realize it, I’m reaching forward and wiping them from her face. Slowly, she looks up at me, and the sight of the blind trust in her eyes is nearly my undoing. 
 
    “Julie … please, don’t stay there. You’re not safe around a man like that.” 
 
    “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” she says, her voice cracking with emotion. “I-I’m sorry … I shouldn’t burden you with all of this.” 
 
    Before I can think better of it, I open my mouth with an absurd proposal. “You can stay with me. At least until the baby is born. Until you can save up enough to find a proper place to live.” 
 
    She jerks her gaze up to mine and shakes her head emphatically. “No. That’s incredibly kind of you, but I don’t want to impose.” 
 
    “You won’t even really have to see me, I promise. And I won’t try anything like that asshole landlord of yours.” I take a breath, calming my angry dragon and lowering my voice. “Please, I live on a huge estate. I don’t even live in the main house anymore. You’ll have it mostly to yourself, with full use of the kitchen and everything. Or you can stay in my cottage if you prefer. I just … I can’t bear the thought of you being so close to such an unscrupulous man.” 
 
    “I … are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. Your safety is my top priority.” 
 
    “You mean the baby’s. It’s alright, I understand.”  
 
    Unable to help myself, I tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. “No, yours. You’re a person, and as of right now, our child is just a clump of cells. Your safety comes first.” 
 
    “I … thank you. That means a lot,” she says, taking a deep breath. It takes everything in me not to take her into my arms right then and there. “I would need to grab my clothes from my apartment. There’s not much.” 
 
    “Alright. Thank you. Here, I’ll write down the address and my number. Do you need a ride?” 
 
    “No, I have my bike.” She nods at a sleek motorcycle parked near the front of the store. The sight makes me smile. 
 
    “Okay, here.” I slide the paper with the address and my phone number on it toward her and force my roaring dragon down into the depths of my chest. I want nothing more than to follow her to the apartment and rip her landlord limb from limb, but I’m able to sufficiently corral my dragon and push down the temptation while maintaining what I hope is a comforting smile. 
 
    “Thanks. It means a lot. It will take me probably an hour or so to get back to the apartment and grab my things. I’ll call you when I’m on my way, okay?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I’ll get back to the estate and get a room ready.”  
 
    She lifts and drops her hand indecisively, then shakes my hand robotically and marches towards her motorcycle.  
 
    I take a moment to watch her walk away. I can’t help but wonder if I should follow her, just in case, but I quickly shake the thought from my mind. As I climb into my Tesla, the reality of what I’ve just done hits me, and I begin mentally thrashing myself for the stupidity of inviting a temptation to be so close to me. You know better, you fool. Women can’t be trusted! My dragon roars out a denial at the thought, the pain incited by his irritation causing me to wince. I know, I know … But I just couldn’t let her remain in a place like that. Doesn’t mean we should trust her, though. My dragon releases an irritated huff in response but lets off on the mental agony, allowing me to drive back to the estate like a normal person.  
 
    As I park my car at the estate, I’m greeted by a grinning Adelmo. 
 
    “Vitto! I haven’t seen you in ages! Have you been busy preparing for your future child?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I say with a grimace.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Adelmo asks, a frown marring his features. “What’s going on?”  
 
    I take a moment to explain the situation with Julie to him as I walk into the main house, Adelmo trailing behind me. 
 
    “Listen, V. I understand that you wanted to help her, but it’s not like you to offer to have a female so close … not anymore.”  
 
    I hesitate, then turn to him and shake my head. “I know. It’s odd … I just … I couldn’t let her stay in a situation like that. It’s wrong.”  
 
    Adelmo looks at me carefully, his head tilted. “There’s something else that you’re not telling me, V.” 
 
    “That damn psychic sense of yours is a real pain in my ass, Del.”  
 
    He laughs and waves his hand dismissively. “I don’t need psychic powers to tell that something more is bothering you. It’s written all over your face.”  
 
    I heave a deep sigh and sink into one of the chairs in the sitting room. “It’s the surrogate. She’s just … so alluring. I can’t get her out of my mind. And when she told me about her landlord, I had to wrestle my dragon for control. He was ready to go burn the entire complex down with the bastard in it.” I pause for a moment and shake my head. “I’ve never been one to resort to violence. Even when Sarina … even then, I didn’t react violently.”  
 
    Adelmo barks out a rough laugh, the sound startling me. 
 
    “What the hell is so funny about me almost murdering someone?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s just so obvious,” he says with a maddening twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry if I’m a little slow today. I’m afraid you’ll have to spell it out for me,” I say angrily. 
 
    “She’s your mate.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. “Are you mad? No way. Sarina was my mate, and she betrayed me.” 
 
    “Did the mate mark ever form with Sarina?” he asks, quirking an eyebrow. 
 
    “No, but mate marks have been absent for the last few generations.” 
 
    “Not for royals.” 
 
    “I … she can’t be my mate. I don’t have a mate. I can’t. I can’t do that again.”  
 
    Adelmo claps me on the back reassuringly. “You’re stronger than you think, V. That kind of attraction and protectiveness from your dragon makes it likely that she’s your mate. I suppose it could just be because she’s carrying your child. But I doubt it.”  
 
    I just sit there shaking my head in stunned silence while Adelmo leaves the room. “I’ll get her room ready for you, V. You seem to have a lot to think about,” he says over his shoulder. 
 
    Mate. My dragon roars at the thought, purring and thrashing excitedly in my chest. Impossible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 - Julie 
 
      
 
    It only takes me about twenty minutes to ride back to the apartment, and soon, I find myself walking my bike up to my parking spot and sneaking into my own apartment like a burglar. 
 
    Thankfully, I’m able to get in and out without issue. It doesn’t take me long to grab what little I own. There are only four outfits, some handmade soaps, and a journal. I look around briefly and say goodbye to the trusty, run-down hovel that’s been my home for the last five years. On my way out, I slide the key into Charles’ mailbox, making a video of myself returning the key just in case he tries anything.  
 
    Careful not to draw any attention to myself, I walk my bike out to the street before starting her up and taking off. For what feels like the first time in ages, I feel the wind in my face and smell freedom. I drive carefully, not wanting to do anything to put the baby that’s now growing in my belly in danger. It’s so small still, and I haven’t noticed anything yet. No morning sickness, no swollen body yet. Perhaps I’m just a little more tired than usual, but other than that, I feel perfectly fine. 
 
    Once I cross into Upper Eastside and am a safe distance away from my old apartment and Charles, I pull over and take off my helmet. I pull out my phone and stare at it for a full minute before working up the nerve to make the calls I need to make. I decide to push what’s likely to be an uncomfortable conversation with Charles a little further away and decide to call Vittorio first. He answers on the second ring. 
 
    “Hello?” he answers, the sound of his low voice sending liquid desire rushing through me. This man is going to be the death of me.  
 
    “Hi Vittorio,” I say hesitantly, afraid that he might have changed his mind. “It’s Julie. I’ve just left the apartment and should be there in about thirty minutes.”  
 
    “Excellent. I’ll see you shortly. Julie?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Did you want to stay at my cottage or in the main house?”  
 
    I chew on my lip, trying to think clearly. “Uhm … whichever is easier works for me. I-I don’t mind either way.” I trust you, I want to say, but I don’t allow myself to voice the dangerous words. 
 
    “Okay, well, both are prepared. I can show you both and let you decide from there which one would make you more comfortable.”  
 
    “That works. Thanks.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Just park in front of the main house when you come in, and I’ll take you over to the cottage in my car. It’s a bit of a difficult ride for a street bike.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say with a smile and hang up the phone with a light-headed feeling. I hold the phone to my chest for a few seconds and replay the conversation with Vittorio in my mind before working up the nerve to make my second call. Unfortunately, Charles answers on the first ring. 
 
    “Julie, sweetie, I knew you’d come to your senses,” he says by way of greeting.  
 
    His words send tendrils of disgust roiling through me. I choke back a frustrated retort and plaster a malicious smile on my face, excited to tell him to shove it where the sun don’t shine. 
 
    “You’re right, Charles, I did,” I say sweetly.  
 
    He chuckles in response. “I knew you couldn’t resist a real man, Jules.”  
 
    Repulsed, I quickly correct his assumption. “No, Charles. I did come to my senses, but it’s not what you think. I’ve realized that you’re a toxic human being and that I can’t remain at your apartment complex anymore because your presence is suffocating me. Don’t worry. I’ll pay you this month’s rent on the first of October. I’ve returned the key to your mailbox and removed my personal possessions from the apartment. I’ll pay you via certified mail. Please don’t contact me again.”  
 
    His stunned silence is the most beautiful thing I’ve heard all year. “You can’t leave me, Julie. I won’t lose you.” 
 
    “I’ve already left. Besides, you can’t lose something you never had, Charles. Goodbye.” I hear his angry roar as I end the call. 
 
    “You can’t escape me, Jules. You’re mine!”  
 
    Shuddering, I tuck my phone back into my pocket and merge back onto the road, heading towards the estate. 
 
    I look around as I pull into the circular driveway of the estate. The place is huge, and I find myself somewhat intimidated by the large building before me. I pull my bike off to the side, so it doesn’t block any of the vehicles parked in the drive and slowly swing off it. I secure my helmet to the seat before approaching the main entryway of the mansion before me. Nervously, I ring the doorbell and knock twice, trying not to fidget as I wait. It doesn’t take long for someone to open the door, but the man who greets me isn’t Vittorio.  
 
    “Hi,” I say to the man, who looks like a slightly smaller carbon-copy of Vittorio. “Vittorio is expecting me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, stepping back to let me in. “Come in. Vittorio’ll be right down. Sorry to leave you, but I have to get back into the kitchen.”  
 
    I can’t help but look around curiously as I stand in the hallway. There’s a sitting area before me with plush, comfy-looking chairs and couches situated around a coffee table. Off to the right, there’s a doorway through which the man who answered the door is now disappearing. The scent of eggs and bacon is wafting from the doorway, so I can only assume that it’s the kitchen. 
 
    Beyond the sitting area is a staircase and another open area with a large dining table that looks like it could easily fit twenty people, and to the left, behind the couches, is a large fireplace that lies dormant. I turn to get a better look and see another door to my left that’s cracked open. It looks like a den of some sort. 
 
    “Hey,” a voice startles me. Jumping slightly, I look up to find a smiling Vittorio coming down the stairs.  
 
    Almost unwillingly, I feel my lips curve upwards in greeting. “Hey there.” I chew on my lip as he descends the stairs. “I hope you don’t mind, but … uhm …” I awkwardly gesture toward the kitchen, “he let me in.”  
 
    Vittorio laughs, the rich sound sending curls of pleasure zinging through me. “Yeah, that’s Faustino. He’s one of my brothers.” 
 
    “One of?” I ask in surprise.  
 
    “Yeah, there are six of us: Emiliano, Faust, Del, G, and little Kal. You’ll meet them all at some point while you’re here, especially if you decide to stay in the main house. They tend to come and go a lot.” The grin on his face as he talks about his family sends an unfamiliar ache through my chest. 
 
    “Six is a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah. I never really worried about having company growing up,” he laughs.  
 
    He gestures toward the stairs and leads me up with a hand on my lower back. I force myself not to be distracted by the warmth leaking through my shirt.  
 
    “What about you, any siblings?” he asks conversationally.  
 
    The question knocks the air from my lungs, and I feel painful memories threaten to drown me.  
 
    “No. Not anymore,” I say simply, unable to bring myself to tell him anything more.  
 
    He notices my awkwardness and clears his throat. “Right, well … here we are. If you want to stay in the main house, this would be your room,” he says, opening the door before us with a flourish. The room is huge. There’s a canopy bed that’s larger than any bed I’ve ever owned. In the corner are two cozy-looking chairs with a small, round breakfast table situated between them. There is also a walk-in closet as well as a large bathroom. 
 
    “Wow. This is amazing,” I say, spinning in a circle to take everything in.  
 
    “Glad you like it,” he says, grinning down at me. “So, I’m guessing you don’t want to see the other room?” 
 
    Just then, a bang from downstairs startles me, making me jump. Vittorio sighs and shakes his head in exasperation. 
 
    “Yeah … I forgot. My brothers slam the doors a lot. They don’t seem to understand that not everyone wants to know it every time they come or go.” 
 
    “I see. Is that common?”  
 
    He laughs and nods his head. “Unfortunately. It’s just Kalino and Faustino staying here now while we finish up their cottages, and the rest of them don’t really think about being quiet. I’ll show you the cottage just in case. It’s quieter there.” He walks down the hallway again, and I follow him down the stairs.  
 
    “At the cottage, it would just be you and me, so it’s not quite so loud,” he says. “But I totally understand if you’re not comfortable staying alone in my house with me. We’ve not exactly known each other for long.”  
 
    I laugh and shake my head as we climb into a Tesla. “That’s true, but we’re not exactly strangers anymore, either. Besides, you’re giving me a choice, which is more than I can say about other people.”  
 
    His lips, which had quirked up at my comment about us not being strangers anymore, drop into a scowl. He mumbles something that sounds very much like he’s threatening to ‘deal with’ Charles, but I can’t quite hear it. “What’s that?” I ask.  
 
    “I was just saying that we’re almost there,” he says as we turn off the main gravel road onto a dirt access road. We pull up to a small—at least compared to the main house—two-story cabin made of what looks to be cedar. The sight takes my breath away. The beautiful abode has a wrap-around porch with several comfortable-looking rocking chairs, a love seat, a two-seater swing, and a suspended woven basket chair. From outside, it looks like the house of my dreams. I feel Vittorio’s eyes on me, and I try to collect myself and jerk my open mouth closed. 
 
    “It’s lovely.”  
 
    His blinding smile distracts me from the gorgeous architecture before me. I swallow nervously and look around at the surrounding trees to find my footing again. A couple comes walking out of the trees, hand in hand. They’re too far away for me to make out their features, and I get out of the Tesla and begin walking towards the house. It’s only when a shocked voice calls out to me that I look up. 
 
    “Julie?” says a familiar voice, surprise evident in their tone. I spin around and almost stumble in shock. 
 
    “Nic? What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing, girl,” she says as she hands baby Essie to Adelmo and comes to give me a big hug, which I reciprocate with enthusiasm. 
 
    “How crazy to run into you here!” I exclaim. 
 
    “Yeah, who would’ve thought?” she says. “So, what the hell brings you here?” 
 
    “Uhm, well … remember I told you about the surrogacy thing?” 
 
    “Wait …” Nicky looks at Adelmo in shock. “You’re Vittorio’s surrogate?” She starts laughing, the sound so contagious that we all start chuckling. “Oh my god,” Nicky says, howling with laughter now. “Well, at least we get to spend a lot of time together now.”  
 
    “What do you mean? Why are you here?” I ask. 
 
    “I live here now, hun!” she says. “We haven’t spend a lot of time together lately, with Essie and your gran and all, but this is where Adelmo lives! He and Vittorio are brothers!” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Yeah!” she says, exchanging glances with Adelmo and Vittorio. “Can you believe this?” 
 
    “Not really,” is all that I can say. I can’t help but marvel at the coincidence of it all. Who would have thought that my best friend would be here with me? 
 
    “Well, girl, we have to go. It’s Essie’s nap time,” Nicky says and kisses me on the cheek. “See you very soon.” 
 
    “See you soon, Nic,” I say.  
 
    Beside me, Vittorio scratches his head. “Well, that’s a coincidence,” he says. “I didn’t realize that Nicky is your friend.” 
 
    “I know. There seem to be a lot of coincidences going on here,” I say. 
 
    “So, want to see the inside?” he asks. 
 
    “I’d love to.” I smile and take his offered hand, and he leads me up the steps and opens the door. As we enter the house, I find myself losing my breath once more. The cedar wood walls are accented by white-framed windows, offsetting the dark wood in a way that makes the house feel open and airy.  
 
    The downstairs area has a large, open floorplan. The dark kitchen cabinets are offset by sparkling, cream-colored granite tiles with specks of silver. The kitchen has an island bar with four seats, and off to the side of the kitchen is a hexagonal nook with several floor-to-ceiling windows, a round table with four chairs, and a small serving space. To the left of the little dining area are the stairs, and beyond the stairs is the living room, where I can see a large television, a fireplace, three chairs, a rectangular coffee table, and two plush couches. 
 
    “Wow,” I say, craning my neck up to admire the beamed ceiling.  
 
    Vittorio chuckles at my reaction before leading me to a door tucked down a little hallway, hidden behind the stairs. There are three doors there: one on the left, one on the right, and one straight ahead. He opens the one on the right first, showing me a laundry room before crossing to the door on the left. 
 
    “Here’s the downstairs bathroom,” he says, letting me peek into the luxuriously appointed bathing area. It has a jetted tub that could easily fit four people, a waterfall shower, a dual vanity sink, and a separate toilet area with its own door.  
 
    “This is amazing.” I can’t help but marvel at the craftsmanship. “And what’s in the third room?” 
 
    Vittorio smiles and takes my hand, the feeling of his calloused fingers against my own sending shivers of desire racing through me. It must be the pregnancy hormones getting to me. 
 
    “Here,” he says and opens the last door in the hallway. I gasp and enter a room even more gorgeous than the one he showed me at the main estate. I spin around to take everything in and look at Vittorio in awe. The room is octagonal, with double French doors opening out onto the porch, a door to the bathroom immediately to the left of the main doorway, a door to a walk-in closet to the right of the doorway, and the remaining five walls lined with floor-to-ceiling windows. Situated directly across from the door is a large, four-poster canopy bed with red and gold blackout curtains held back by ties. To the right of the bed are a chaise lounge, two chairs, and an oval table. At the base of the large bed is a chest-bench with cozy-looking padded cushions. 
 
    Vittorio gestures toward the closet. Its white walls are lined with racks and drawers. The room has a sand-colored dresser to the left and a set of drawers across from it. The racks have ample room to hang dresses, shirts, pants—anything. Near the back of the closet are a five-paneled mirror and a little seating space. Shelves for shoes of various types line the bottom of the room. This closet is every woman’s dream … at least, every woman who can afford clothes, I think cynically, knowing that I’d never be able to afford to live somewhere like this, much less fill the various nooks and crannies. 
 
    “It’s lovely,” I say, turning back to Vittorio with a smile.  
 
    He grins at me. “It’s yours if you want it,” he says simply. 
 
    “I …” I look around longingly. But is it really a good idea to stay so close to this man? I’m already blushing like a teenager every time he smiles at me. 
 
    “Don’t worry. This room’s just for you,” he says hastily. “Mine’s upstairs.” 
 
    “I’d love to stay here,” I say, trying not to grin like an idiot. “It’s perfect.” Like you. The thought makes me blush. 
 
    “Would you …” he clears his throat, and I look up at him expectantly. “Would you like to see the nursery?”  
 
    The thought of seeing where my child will grow up without me sends a pang through my chest, but Vittorio looks so happy that I find myself agreeing anyway. 
 
    “Sure,” I say, and I follow him back through the hallway and up the stairs. At the top of the stairs is a loft, appointed with a pool table and some chairs. Three doors line the walls, one directly across from the stairs and two to the left of the loft. He points to the single door first. 
 
    “That’s my room,” he says. “That door,” he points to the door to our left, “is a slightly less exciting bathroom, and this,” he opens the third door, “is the nursery.”  
 
    My jaw drops, I can’t help it. The room is appointed generously with natural light and colors. A mural on the wall behind a cherrywood crib depicts a castle surrounded by water and gardens with dragons soaring through the sky. The remaining walls are painted like a forest, with owls and foxes peeking out. 
 
    The furniture blends seamlessly with the natural scene, most of it made of oak or cherry wood. The dresser has a changing table on it and labeled drawers, already filled with diapers, wipes, and other essentials. To the right of the dresser is a smaller walk-in closet with tiny, unadorned hangers and shoe racks lining the walls. To the left of the door is a bookshelf with little cubbies filled with soft toys and, higher up, educational books. In front of the bookshelf is a rocking chair with a matching stool. The floor is lined with soft foam ABC and 123 squares in white, green, and brown. 
 
    Suspended above the crib is a mobile with life-like dragons of various colors, and stars spin around when Vittorio cranks it. I feel tears leak down my cheeks at the thought put into the room. I hastily wipe my face as Vittorio turns around and looks at me. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” he asks, walking closer with his arms extended as if he’s going to hug me. As he comes closer, he suddenly drops his arms, his frown deepening. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say with a smile, trying to brush off his concern. “I don’t usually cry this much, I swear. It’s probably the hormones.” 
 
    “Maybe telling me will settle the hormones down?” he says with a sardonic grin, making me laugh. 
 
    “It’s just … it’s nice to see that you’re going to care so well for our baby.” I gesture at the room. “You’ve already put so much thought and consideration into this room, and we’re not even at what’s called the ‘safe’ point yet. It’s … reassuring.” Despite my efforts, I’m unable to keep a tinge of sadness out of my voice.  
 
    Vittorio frowns and leads me out of the room. “I’m glad that you like it,” he says quietly.  
 
    As we walk downstairs, a yawn escapes my mouth, causing Vittorio to chuckle. “Maybe you should take a nap?” he suggests. 
 
    “Yeah. I think you’re right. I’m pretty exhausted.” 
 
    “Get some rest. I’ll make dinner and wake you up in a few hours, okay?” 
 
    “I think I’ll do that. Thanks, Vittorio. Everything you’ve done … it means a lot.”  
 
    I’m not sure how I can express my gratitude for everything that this man has done for me, but he just smiles at me as I close the door to ‘my’ bedroom behind me. I sign and lean my head against the door, a worried frown on my face. What am I going to do? I wonder, placing a hand on my stomach and thinking of my unborn child. What if I get attached to this child? Vittorio … he’ll make such an amazing father. I couldn’t possibly take his child away from him. But can I let my child grow up without his or her mother? I slowly exhale and cross to the bed to snuggle into the silky sheets. Before I know it, I’ve drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Flashing lights and sirens fill the air as I run home, chasing the smoke rising in the distance. I stare in horror as I arrive in front of the one place I’ve always wanted to escape, seeing flames licking the auburn sky. I look around desperately, searching for Kamama, my beautiful little butterfly. Before I realize it, I’m scooped up in the strong arms of one of the tribesmen. 
 
    “KAMAMA!” I scream, beating my hands against the shoulders of the man carrying me away from the fire. 
 
    “Ssshhh, little Julie, shhh … it’s alright. You’re alright.” 
 
    “Where’s Kamama, Waya?” I wail.  
 
    He pats me on the back and sets me down before him with a sigh. “They won’t tell you the truth,” he says, gesturing at the uniformed responders. “The police don’t think a little one can handle it.” He lifts my chin, so I’m looking him in the eyes. “But I see your spirit, little one, and so I will tell you what happened.”  
 
    I look into the eyes of the old man, fighting back my despair. I know I must be strong, and deep down inside, I know what’s coming. 
 
    “Your dad couldn’t take it anymore. His spirit is not one meant for this world, and so, in his desperation to return to where he belongs, your dad took a weapon and turned it upon himself. But he could not bear to be without your mom, and so he first put the weapon upon your mom. The fires of his passion were not caught in time, and little Kamama joined your mom and dad on their journey to the ancestors.” 
 
    A calm comes over me as my little body takes the earth-shattering blow. “Dad killed them. He killed mom and burned the house down with little Kamama in her crib, didn’t he?” I say numbly.  
 
    Waya nods at me, the pain in his eyes reflecting mine. “Yes, little one. It is as you say. Come, let us go to your gran. She will be your home and hearth now.” I take his hand and follow him to Gran’s house, tears still drying on my face as my soul shrivels at the cruelty of the world. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    I watch as Julie closes the door to her bedroom softly, and I can’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. Her very presence drives my dragon crazy with desire. Though, if I’m being honest, I’m just as affected as he is. The woman is perfect, like walking sex, from the sway of her hips to the gentle curve of her perfectly sized breasts. Just thinking about the way her hair falls past her shoulders has me drooling, wanting way more from her than just what’s outlined in our contract. But I know better. She’s not the first woman to lure me in with her deceptive innocence and alluring beauty, and I refuse to be fooled twice. So I shake my head, turn, and head back upstairs, sequestering myself in a room designed with comfort in mind. My room is situated over the one Julie currently occupies, with a nearly identical layout and color scheme. The main difference is that my sheets are slate gray, while hers are a deep, ocean blue. 
 
    Just the thought of Julie lying in a bed so similar to mine with the silken sheets caressing her skin causes my cock to stand at attention. I groan and start pacing and thinking about how to deal with this obstacle. Every time I’m around the woman, my dragon beats against the confines of my mind, urging me to take her, consequences be damned. I have to find a way to get him under control before I risk repeating history. I refuse to put myself in another situation like that. 
 
    I march to the bathroom to take a cold shower, hoping that by doing so, I can get my dragon’s desire under control. And maybe my own, too. I hastily strip off my clothes and can’t help but groan when the fabric rustles against my engorged member. It’s been years since I’ve lain with a woman, and that’s never been more apparent than right now, as the sensitive flesh throbs with every beat of my heart. I turn on the tap and step into the icy stream of water, hissing as the frigid water beats against my heated skin. 
 
    The contact of the water with my fevered skin causes steam to rise around me, but the cold does nothing to lessen the desire pulsing through me. The frosty water beating against my engorged shaft causes it to twitch until I can no longer resist the urge to wrangle it into submission. Furiously, I stroke myself, angry at this unchecked craving. Pumping my fist up and down my length, I throw my head back at the delicious friction. Forever, it seems, I work my shaft, looking for release with the frigid water beating down on me. 
 
    Finally, I feel the tension building to a peak, and I pant frantically, desperate for release. Squeezing a little tighter, I picture myself pounding into Julie, her cinnamon-colored lips curving upwards as she demands more. The force of my release sends spasms of pleasure shooting through my body, and I groan loudly as I milk my shaft, picturing Julie moaning below me. My dragon purrs happily in my mind, and I sit down on the shower seat as the ice-cold water pounds against my back. 
 
    Once I’ve gathered myself, I clean myself up, marveling at the steam that rises from my skin despite the frigid water. Hopefully, this little break will help keep my dragon from claiming her. Taking unusual care, I pick out my clothes and get dressed, combing my hair briefly before going outside to sit on the little balcony where my easel sits, waiting. A sudden bout of inspiration grabs me, and I swirl my brush across the canvas, lost in thought. It doesn’t take long for my thoughts to drift back to Julie, and before I realize it, her visage stares back at me from the canvas. I add a little color to her lips and a twinkle of humor to her eyes, attempting in vain to capture her ethereal beauty with my brush.  
 
    As I finish the last little bits of the painting, I can’t help but wonder if Julie would like it. It’s possible that I imagined it, but when I showed her the nursery, Julie seemed pleased by my murals. Sarina liked being painted well enough, but she never liked knowing that my name was the one signed at the bottom of the canvas. Sighing at the painful memories, I clean up my art space, wash my brushes out, and head downstairs to make dinner. 
 
    As I walk into the kitchen, I take a moment to try to see it as she did but quickly shake the ridiculous hesitation from my mind. It doesn’t matter what she thinks, not really. She’s a temporary guest.  
 
    I walk to the fridge and pull out a couple of steaks, careful not to make too much noise and wake Julie as I pull out a couple of knives to cut the steaks with. After I’ve seasoned the steaks and set them to the side, I pull out some asparagus, garlic, tomatoes, and potatoes. It doesn’t take me long to wash everything, and as I pull out a broiler pan for the asparagus and put the potatoes on to boil, Julie comes out of her room and perches on one of the stools on the other side of the island bar. 
 
    “Hey there. How was your nap?” I ask while seasoning the asparagus and popping them into the oven to cook. 
 
    “Great. Best sleep I’ve had in … months, really,” she says with a yawn.  
 
    I wash and dry my hands before leaning on the counter across from her and smiling at her. “Sorry if I woke you. Tried to be quiet, but there’s always a certain minimum amount of noise when pulling out pots and pans.”  
 
    She laughs and shakes her head. “I actually woke a little while ago and was just lying there. Didn’t want to snoop through your house.”  
 
    “Snoop?” I say with a frown. “While you’re here, this is your home, too. Don’t hesitate to treat it as such.”  
 
    She ducks her head slightly, smiling sweetly, and points to the stove. “What are you cooking? It smells fantastic.” 
 
    “Just some garlic and herb sirloins with some roasted garlic and tomato asparagus and mashed potatoes. Figured you might want a hearty meal after the day you’ve had.” 
 
    “You’re too kind, Vittorio,” she says, then seems to hesitate. I look at her, waiting for her to speak again. “You know, when I saw you come into that room at the surrogacy agency, and I realized you were the guy I bumped into the other day, I thought you were going to turn around and walk out. You looked so serious … almost angry that I was surprised you decided to sign the contract at all.”  
 
    “Honestly?” I scratch the back of my head at the memory. When I’d first seen that she was the surrogate, I’d simply been too shocked to keep my head on straight and had tried to get things over with as quickly as possible, her mere presence making me feel so uncomfortable. I shrug. “I was just shocked that it was you. I saw you a couple of times at the hospital and then again when you bumped into me by the café, and then you happened to be the surrogate that I had a 97% match with. It was like some force was crashing us into each other’s lives, and I wasn’t really sure what to do about it.”  
 
    Julie stares at me, her mouth agape at my words. “Almost like fate,” she whispers.  
 
    I nod awkwardly and turn to start mashing the potatoes, letting the conversation drop. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, everything is done cooking, and I pull out two plates and begin dishing up our food. Julie enters the kitchen hesitantly, asking if she can help. I show her where the cutlery is so that she can grab knives, forks, and glasses while I carry the plates to the table, placing them across from one another. Julie accidentally brushes against me as I return to the kitchen to fill a pitcher with water, the brief contact sending shivers straight to my cock. Back at the table, I fill our glasses with ice water and take my seat, carefully watching Julie taking her first bite. Her eyes widen as she places a forkful of mashed potatoes and a piece of steak into her mouth.  
 
    “Wow. You can cook.”  
 
    I laugh and take a bite of my food before answering. “It’s definitely better than what I was cooking when we first landed.” 
 
    “Landed?” she asks curiously.  
 
    I mentally kick myself and try to correct my slip-up. “I just mean when we first bought the estate. I wasn’t really familiar with this … country’s food,” I say awkwardly, hoping it’s a good enough cover-up story. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re from another country? I didn’t realize!” she says between bites of food. I let out a relieved sigh and nod. “Well, you cook way better than I do. I mean, I can cook some traditional recipes, but nothing like this.” She sets down her fork and gestures at the food with her hand.  
 
    “Well, I’m happy to cook for you whenever I’m here,” I say, feeling warmth spread across my chest at her praise. “It’s something of a hobby, discovering new flavor combinations.”  
 
    “Maybe you can teach me when you have a chance.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” I say, inappropriate images of the two of us in the kitchen flashing through my mind before I firmly push them away. 
 
    Once Julie finishes eating, I clear the table and place the dishes into the sink before setting out the drying rack. As I soap up the sponge, Julie touches my arm and takes the sponge from me. 
 
    “You cook, I clean,” she says simply, bumping me to the side with her hip. She wiggles her butt slightly as she adjusts herself to block me from the sink, laughing as I try to gently wrestle the sponge away from her. 
 
    “You’re my guest,” I protest, but she dances out of reach, laughing. 
 
    “You cook, I clean,” she repeats and smiles at me. 
 
    “Fine,” I give in, oddly turned on by her actions. I sit and watch her scrub the dishes, finding myself rumbling in agreement with my purring dragon as she dances to some imaginary music, wiggling her pert ass. Once she finishes the dishes and dries off her hands, I find myself unable to resist stepping closer just as she turns around. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she says breathlessly, placing her hands on my chest and smiling up at me. I know I should fight the urge, but I relinquish momentary control to my dragon, and he forces my head down to hers. I move slowly, waiting for her to stop me, but she just closes her eyes as my lips meet hers, reaching her arms around my neck and kissing me back. 
 
    I slide my tongue along her lips, seeking entrance. With a moan, she opens up, letting me sweep my tongue inside of her mouth. She meets it with her own as I push her against the counter. The sound of clanking silverware falling into the sink brings us back to reality, and we jump apart as if scolded. 
 
    “I … I’m sorry,” I say, putting up my hands and turning around. “I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    There’s a short pause before she speaks. “Yeah … no, you’re right. It would only complicate things.” There’s another pause. “I … I think I’ll tuck in for the night. Thanks for dinner.” As her door clicks shut, I place my head in my hands, lean on the island counter, and curse my own stupidity. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 - Julie 
 
      
 
    Vittorio and I have fallen into a sort of routine: he leaves the house as the sun rises and returns as it sets, often with one or more of his younger brothers joining us for dinner. I putter around the house, playing with his white cat, Selene, go to checkups at the clinic, or do something with Nicky and Essie while he’s gone.  
 
    Whenever Vittorio and I find ourselves alone, we talk about inane things, filling the silence, or turn the television on to play in the background. The conversation never moves to anything deeper than the weather or progress on the construction of the cabins—which he calls cottages. Despite the emptiness of the house and our interactions, I find myself fascinated by him. Whenever he thinks I’m not looking, he watches me the way a man watches someone he cares for, and it leaves a deep, wanting ache in my chest. 
 
    As I’ve begun to grow, the child within me developing, I no longer feel comfortable riding the Ducati. Vittorio, being the kind and observant person that he is, noticed that and insisted that I have free reign of his Tesla for any needs I have. So today, I find myself loading myself, my backpack, and a small bag of snacks into the Model X and leaving for town so that I can attend my three-month checkup. 
 
    While I drive, my mind wanders, thinking of all the little things Vittorio does for me without ever expecting anything in return. After the kiss we shared that first night at his cabin, he’s been the perfect gentleman. But I’m not sure that I’m so pleased with it. If I’m honest with myself, that kiss was amazing. When I was kissing Vittorio, it was like a piece of my soul that’s been missing my whole life was finally returned to me. But he obviously didn’t feel the same way. The only things that give me any hope that he sees me as something more than an incubator for his child are the brief, longing glances that he tosses my way when he seems to think I’m not paying attention. I can’t tell if those glances express a longing for me, our child, or just a warm body, though. 
 
    It isn’t long before I’m pulling into the clinic and locking the car. The receptionist gestures for me to go to the examination room almost immediately, and as I wait for the doctor, I look around the office, reading about the different stages of pregnancy. With a smile, I rub my belly and point to a picture of ‘your baby at 3 months’ that hangs on the wall behind the procedure bed. 
 
    “Look, little one,” I whisper at my slightly bulging belly. “That’s where you are now. You finally have all ten toes and fingers! Isn’t that exciting?”  
 
    The door behind me opens, and Dr. Thompson clears her throat as she comes into the room. I whirl around with a guilty smile on my face and greet her. 
 
    “Julie, you seem well.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m doing much better.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. Listen, Julie … don’t take this the wrong way,” she pauses as a slight frown comes to her face, “but you should really try not to get too attached. Unfortunately, your contract is a no-contact, so you probably won’t see the child after it’s born.”  
 
    Her words are like a knife to my gut, but I try not to let it show as tears press against the back of my eyes. 
 
    “I know, Doctor. I know.”  
 
    She smiles sadly at me. “I realize that you probably never expected to be in this situation … especially simply to survive, but you are. I’ll do everything I can to help you, but you did sign the contract.” 
 
    “I understand, Doctor. Thank you for looking out for me. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “Of course, dear. Now,” she washes her hands and pulls on some gloves, “let’s get you checked and on your way. I’ll be having a nurse come in to do an ultrasound after we do the palpitation tests.”  
 
    I lie back and lift my shirt to expose my slightly protruding belly. After feeling around a bit, she has the ultrasound nurse come in who places a warm, gooey gel on my abdomen. They point out various shadows on the ultrasound, telling me about the different parts of my baby. 
 
    “Well, it looks like you have a healthy child developing,” the doctor says, causing a slight spike of happiness in my heart. “Perfectly formed and right on track. We’ll just take some blood and run a few tests to make sure everything is good with you, and then you can be on your way.”  
 
    Dr. Thompson wipes the gel from my stomach before typing a few things into the computer while another woman in scrubs comes in and draws several vials of blood. “Alright, Julie, looks like that’s it for today. If anything is wrong with the blood tests, we’ll give you a call, and if everything’s fine, then you won’t hear from us at all.” 
 
    “No news is good news,” I say with a laugh. “Thanks, Doc. Have a good day.” 
 
    “You too, Julie.” 
 
    The drive back to the estate takes me past the supermarket where I ran into Vittorio the day he invited me to stay with him, and it makes me think of Charles. Thankfully, I haven’t heard from the man since I blocked his number. Mailing the final rent check was a tremendous relief, and not having to contact him ever again makes me feel infinitely safer than I did in the days leading up to the lifeline that is Vittorio. 
 
    When I arrive back at Vittorio’s, he’s sitting on the porch talking with Kalino, who waves as I get out of the car. 
 
    “Hey, Jules, how’s it going?” asks Kalino as I lock the car. 
 
    “Not bad. Just finished the three-month checkup.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s been three months already,” says Vittorio, the stunned look on his face causing me to laugh. 
 
    “Yep. According to the development charts at the clinic, we should be able to find out the sex of the baby sometime in the next two months.”  
 
    Vittorio smiles, thanking me as I hand him back the car keys. I resist the urge to kiss him on the cheek, instead entering the house and walking back to my room, humming all the way.  
 
    After a quick shower, the most delicious scent draws me out of the room. Unsurprisingly, I find Vittorio in the kitchen, sautéing what looks like mushrooms and onions. I stand behind him to peek over his shoulder, trying not to lean on his tall frame, until he notices me and chuckles. He scoots over so I can see what he’s making and takes a spoon to offer me a sample of the mushrooms. I let him feed me, feeling an ache in my chest at the oddly affectionate action. 
 
    “That’s delicious,” I say, swallowing back the emotion. “What is it?” 
 
    “Shiitake and onion glaze. It’ll go on top of the chicken that’s baking.” 
 
    “Wow. Every time I think I’ve tasted all you have to offer, you surprise me again.”  
 
    He grins and offers me a heated look that almost stops my heart. “I’ve got a lot more to offer you, Julie. Just say the word, and I’ll cook anything you and the baby desire.”  
 
    I swallow hard and plaster a smile onto my face, trying not to show how affected I am by him. It’s been weeks since we’ve been alone for dinner, so when I walk into the dining room and find it set only for two, I find myself getting nervous. I realize that he didn’t mean anything sexual by his words, but the man is like a walking aphrodisiac, and I’m his own personal nymph. No, Jules. You can’t let him affect you. Remember, when the baby comes, you’re on your own again. Falling for this man would be a disaster. Despite the repeated mental reminder, I find myself nearly swooning when his arm brushes against mine as he places the food on the table before me. 
 
    “Wow. You’ve outdone yourself tonight,” I say as I admire the food. “Is it just us? I assumed that Kalino would be joining us tonight.” 
 
    “No, Kal had to go. I figured I’d make something a little fancier since it’s just the two of us tonight,” he says with a grin, putting the food on our plates.  
 
    I take the first bite and moan in pleasure as the rich flavors combine perfectly on my tongue. When I look up again, I find Vittorio watching me hungrily, his hands clasped before him as if in prayer. 
 
    “It’s delicious,” I say, wiping my mouth self-consciously.  
 
    His smile nearly blinds me with its brilliance. “I’m glad you like it. I noticed that you liked the shiitake last week, so I decided to make a meal around them.”  
 
    Touched at his thoughtfulness, I smile and dig in, simply enjoying the food and his company. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    Watching Julie enjoy her food makes me instantly hard. I’m glad that she enjoys the food I made since this might be our last meal together. Despite my best efforts to keep her at a distance, I’ve grown more and more attached to her as of late, and that’s not fair to either of us. Once the baby is born, we’ll be nothing more than acquainted strangers. It’s not right to use her, for companionship or anything else, when she’ll just leave me as soon as the contract is fulfilled. Doing so would be unnecessarily cruel to both of us.  
 
    So, unwilling to put Julie in a potentially difficult situation, I’ll be offering her an out tonight. I want her, yes, but the last thing I want to do is force her into the same corner that her landlord did: be with me because I control whether or not she has a place to live.  
 
    “Vittorio?” Julie says as she swallows down the last of her food. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Are you okay? You’ve barely touched your food. Or spoken, for that matter.”  
 
    I sigh and take a moment to gather my thoughts before speaking. “No, I … I’m not okay. I’m worried, honestly.” 
 
    “About what? Is there anything I can do?”  
 
    For just a moment, I’m able to convince myself that the concern in her voice is for me and not herself, but I quickly shake that idea out of my mind. 
 
    “The truth is, Julie, that I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    “Do what, exactly?” she asks, a frown on her beautiful face. 
 
    “This. You, me. I can’t have you here anymore. It’s … distracting.” 
 
    She stares at me, and to my horror, a tear comes to her eye.  
 
    “I’m not kicking you out, of course,” I add hastily. “Not exactly. I’m more than happy to pay for a house or an apartment for you to stay in. I just … I don’t want to put you in the same situation I helped you escape from.”  
 
    “What do you mean, put me in the same situation?” she asks. 
 
    “I mean … I want … you,” I say, a little shocked at the words that are tumbling out of my mouth. “I want more than what you’ve offered. I find myself thinking about you all the time … your laugh, your eyes, your … body. I try to be away from the house as much as I can, but I find myself tempted to knock on your door in the middle of the night … and … you just got away from your landlord who wanted the same things. I can’t put you in that situation again. It’s not right. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”  
 
    I stand from the table to head upstairs, having said way more than I’d wanted to say and feeling distinctly awkward. But Julie just laughs and shakes her head, grabbing my arm as she stands, too. 
 
    “What’s so—” I begin, but my words are cut off when she crashes her lips forcefully against mine. Stunned, I let her take control and push me up against the wall. Suddenly, Julie yanks herself away from me, watching me with heated eyes and licking her lips. My fingers rise to my swollen lips, half-convinced that I imagined the kiss. “What?” I ask dumbly. 
 
    “Vittorio. I want the same thing. I thought it was just me! I thought you were avoiding me because I was just an incubator to you, a means to an end.”  
 
    I pull her into my arms as tears fall down her face. “No, of course, you’re not. I … I didn’t know how I was going to manage without you here to brighten my days.” Julie begins laughing again. I kiss the tears from her cheeks before spinning her around and putting my arms around her waist, resting my hands on her belly and my chin on her head. Julie places her hands over mine and rubs them gently. With a sigh, she leans her head back on my shoulder, looks up at me, and smiles. 
 
    “Is this real?” she asks.  
 
    I kiss her firmly and gently tug her closer to me, snuggling her up against my body. “Does this feel real?” I ask as I push my bulging pants against her perfect ass.  
 
    She laughs and twists in my arms to face me. “It almost feels too good to be real,” she admits. “If this is a dream, please don’t wake me up.” 
 
    “Come on,” I say and take her hand to gently tug her up the stairs. “I want to show you something.”  
 
    “Please tell me it’s your anaconda,” she mutters, making me laugh. 
 
    “I’m more than willing to show you that later,” I tell her with a wink as I pull her into my bedroom and out onto the balcony. As we emerge onto it, Julie gasps, her eyes going wide. The sun is just setting, throwing orange, pink, and red hues through the evening sky. We built my cottage at the perfect spot to watch the setting sun from my balcony, and it’s one of my favorite things to paint, usually. Lately, Julie has been my favorite thing to paint, but this … this view of her, her eyes wide and glittering with happiness while the sun sets before her, I think this will become my new favorite. I feel myself giving in to my dragon’s demands more and more. This woman, Julie Adams, is my true mate. Sarina never was. She was just an opportunistic woman. Julie is not. My Julie. 
 
    Just as the last rays of light dip below the trees, Julie looks at me in a daze. “It’s beautiful, Vittorio.”  
 
    I wrap my arms around her and am just planting a kiss on her head when her eyes fall on my easel. “Wow. You paint?”  
 
    “Yeah, I paint.” 
 
    “The mural in the nursery … did you paint that, too?”  
 
    “Yeah, I did. Painting and cooking are things I enjoy. They’re not quite as exciting as the things my brothers enjoy I’m afraid,” I say apologetically.  
 
    She snorts. “What? Fighting? Technology? Money? All of those are things of destruction. Those sorts of hobbies destroyed my people … my family,” she says sadly, before looking up to meet my eyes. “This,” she gestures at my art supplies, “this is a thing of beauty. Of creation. I’d much rather all people preferred creation over destruction. If that were the case, then perhaps we wouldn’t have so much senseless devastation in the universe.” 
 
    I nod and lead her back inside, where Julie sits down on the bed and eyes my chest with a heated gaze. I grin and place myself between her legs, slowly leaning down to kiss her upturned face. She pulls me closer and hungrily runs her hands along my back, but before we go any further, I pull back and look down into her eyes. 
 
    “Julie?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I … I can’t have just one night. I hope you know that?” 
 
    “One night would never be enough,” she agrees breathlessly. 
 
    “Good. All or nothing.” 
 
    “Yes. Everything. I’m yours for as long as you’ll have me,” she says huskily.  
 
    I kiss her gently before pulling back and looking into her eyes. “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    “Good.” Slowly, she stands and takes my head, pulling me down for a passionate kiss before turning us around and backing me towards the bed. With a grin, she shoves me down, making me bounce onto the bed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 - Julie 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do this,” I tell Vittorio breathlessly as I kneel before him and slowly unbutton his pants. His eyes widen with desire, and I can’t keep the grin from my face. I can feel moisture pooling between my legs as I slowly slide down the zipper of his pants. The sight of his bulging cock pushing against his boxer briefs makes me moan, and I lick my lips.  
 
    “You’ve no idea how long I’ve wanted to touch you here,” I tell him, stroking the bulge.  
 
    Vittorio’s groan only serves to encourage me. “Julie,” he whispers my name like a prayer. 
 
    I divest him of his bothersome pants and massage his legs as I crawl my way back up toward the juncture of his gloriously muscled thighs. He lets me take control, and I delight in having command over such a powerful man. I explore his body, his moans and twitching muscles encouraging me. Vittorio reaches for me, but I push his hands away, so instead, he tucks them behind his head and watches me explore his muscled frame. The fact that he’s given me total control delights me in a way nothing else ever has. This beautiful, strong, powerful man has given me dominion over him and his body. The pure, unadulterated trust mixed with my desire is a heady combination. 
 
    Deciding that I need to see all of him, I pull down his underwear and watch with delight as his erection springs free. Vittorio watches me hungrily as I lick him from tip to base and suck on the head of his erect penis. 
 
    “This hardly seems fair,” he says with a grin, his cock twitching as I let it pop out of my mouth. 
 
    “Oh?” I ask, licking his salty taste from my lips. 
 
    “You’re seeing me, but nearly every inch of your beautiful self is covered,” he replies, making no move to help me undress.  
 
    I smile, step back, and spin around slowly until my back faces Vittorio. I hear him shift behind me and look over my shoulder to see him leaning on his elbows to get a better look. I nervously play with the edge of my shirt before slowly tugging it upwards. I can see the hungry look in his eyes and the quickening of his breath, which makes me feel insanely sexy. I glance down at my bra and am glad that I chose the brown, lacy set that I usually save for dresses. With a light sway  of my hips, I slide my pants off, making sure to bend over fully as I pull each leg out before turning to face Vittorio. 
 
    I stalk toward him, and he hungrily reaches for my hips to play with the lacy undergarments. I dip my head to kiss him. Our tongues fight for dominance as he massages my ass and reaches his hands inside the lacy fabric to squeeze each cheek. Slowly, he kisses his way down my neck, nibbling and licking each patch of skin before moving lower. My head falls back as he reaches the mound of my breast. He tugs me closer and places his glistening tip between my thighs, and I can’t help but gasp at the pleasurable feeling of him rubbing me through the lace.  
 
    Vittorio takes a nipple into his mouth and sucks me through the lace of my bra. The friction sends tingles of pleasure racing to my core, soaking the thin fabric between my thighs. He growls and switches his attention to my other breast, massaging the first breast with one hand and my ass with the other. He pulls back and grins as he watches me moan, then grips my hips and holds me at the perfect angle to rub against the most sensitive part of me. As I ride him, I mentally curse the fabric separating us. With a growl, he undoes the clasp of my bra, and my breasts spring free, jiggling with the motion of my gyrations. 
 
    “You’re perfect,” he groans, flipping us so that I’m on the bed, and he’s standing over me. As I watch, he begins stroking himself, the sight making me drool. I reach for him, but he steps back and kneels before me. Slowly, as if asking permission, he pulls down my panties, grinning as he tosses them across the room. 
 
    “I’m going to taste you here,” he glides his finger gently over the curls covering my most private area, “and here,” he slides his fingers up my abdomen, “and here,” he swirls his fingers around my breasts, each move creating a new sensation that makes me gasp. Slowly, he drags his fingers back to the juncture of my thighs, stroking my nub before swirling them around the edge of my opening. He strokes and rubs, making me squirm with pleasure, before dipping one finger inside of me. 
 
    “Oh!”  
 
    He strokes me slowly, watching my face.  
 
    “Oh my, that’s … wow,” I say with a sigh.  
 
    “You say that as if nobody has ever touched you,” he dips his fingers inside of me a little deeper, “here?”  
 
    I shake my head and push my hips up towards him, wanting—no, needing—more. 
 
    “No. Never. You’re the first,” I grind out with a gasp as he dips his face and takes a long slurp. “Oh my god, this is so good.”  
 
    He lifts his head and grins at me. “Good. You’re mine,” he says, maintaining eye contact as he lowers his head and darts out his tongue, probing my core. Moaning, I watch as he buries his face between my thighs, dipping two, then three, fingers into me as he sucks on my nub. Pleasure races through me as he begins massaging my clit with his fingers, thrusting his tongue inside of me. My hips gyrate of their own accord, wanting more, needing more. He interrupts the rhythm momentarily to bite down gently, the new sensation sending me over the edge with waves of gratification. 
 
    Vittorio milks my orgasm with his fingers, sending me back over the edge as he climbs up my body, fingers still pillaging my depths. Once he’s positioned above me, he kisses me deeply, the taste of my own juices on his lips driving my desire even higher. I bite down on his lip and pull him closer, needing more of him, all of him. He pulls his head away and nuzzles my throat as his fingers continue to play me, and another wave of pleasure crashes through me, this one more intense than the last. 
 
    As I come back down from the high, Vittorio pulls his fingers out of me and replaces them with his cock in one swift motion. The sudden sensation of being filled to the brim brings momentary pain, but when he starts to move, it instantly morphs into pleasure. He flips us over, positioning me above him without ever parting our joined flesh. He reaches up and massages my breasts as I ride him slowly, moaning in delight at the slow building of pressure.  
 
    Our motions become frantic as the tension builds between us. I close my eyes and lean my head back as he sucks on my breast, nibbling and kissing away the sting. Just when I think I can’t take it anymore, Vittorio reaches down and strokes me, once, twice, three times, and pushes me over the edge as wave after wave of pleasure rushes through me. Growling, he flips us back over and pounds into me, bringing more waves of pleasure. When it feels like the orgasms have been too much, I’m proven wrong again as Vittorio tenses and then thrusts deeper than I thought possible. The feeling of his seed spurting inside of me is enough to send stars exploding behind my eyes, and the most intense surge of pleasure yet crashes through me, threatening to knock me out with the intensity of the sensation. 
 
    When I regain my senses, Vittorio is shuddering above me and smiles down. Slowly, he dips his head and kisses me sweetly before rolling to the side and taking me in his arms, tucking me against his side. I feel safer than I ever have, and, with a sigh, I snuggle into his arms, falling fast asleep as he kisses my head. 
 
    When I wake up, I’m half afraid to open my eyes, thinking that the night before was just a dream. But then I feel a light kiss on my nose and slowly open my eyes.  
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” Vittorio says, pulling me closer and rubbing my back. 
 
    “So, it wasn’t a dream?” I ask with a small smile.  
 
    He smiles at me and shakes his head. “No, no dream. And if it is, I don’t want to wake up.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I say with a laugh, stretching and sitting up. “What time is it?”  
 
    Vittorio kisses my forehead and pulls himself out of bed. He stretches as he stands, and I can’t help but admire his magnificent backside. “It’s nearly ten. I should probably get dressed,” Vittorio says, winking at me over his shoulder.  
 
    I blush at having been caught staring at him, toss off the covers, and gather my clothes. “Yeah, I should get back to my room.” 
 
    I start to tug my panties on, but before I get far, Vittorio grabs me around the waist and kisses me full on the mouth. “This is your room now, Julie,” he says, and I all but melt into him. He bends over and places a kiss on my baby bulge. “I think you should move your things up. If you’re comfortable with that, that is.” 
 
    Warmth spreads through my body at his words all the way from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. “Vittorio, there’s no place I’d rather be.” 
 
    “Good,” he says as he crosses to the closet and pulls out a robe, draping the silken fabric over my shoulders as he kisses my neck. “I don’t know what I’d do if you wanted to leave. I’d let you go, of course, but it would kill me.”  
 
    I kiss the frown from his face and smile up at him. “I want nothing more than to be here with you and,” I hesitate, closely watching the reaction on his face, “with the baby.” To my intense relief, a smile breaks out across his face. “Honestly, I was dreading having to leave once the baby was born. I never wanted to give it up, but I just needed the money so badly.”  
 
    A frown replaces his smile, and he tugs me to the balcony. He sits down naked in one of the plush chairs and pulls me down into his lap. “I’m sorry that you were in that position, babe. I’ll make sure you get the money, but you don’t need to spend it. You’re welcome to share anything that’s mine now. I’ll have Kalino sit down with you and show you how to invest it so that you never have to worry about money again.” He looks into my eyes earnestly, making sure I know how serious he is.  
 
    With a shy smile, I smooth his hair down and kiss his forehead. Emotion threatens to overcome me, and I have to choke back tears at his thoughtfulness. “Thank you, Vittorio. But it’s not just the baby that I don’t want to give up. It’s you, too. I don’t want to have to live without you ever again. I’ve never been as happy as I have been these last couple of months with you.”  
 
    “Then, you’ll stay? Please?” He lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles, looking up at me through his lashes. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll move my stuff later. You’re a lucky man,” I say, lightly punching his shoulder. “I don’t have much, so you don’t need to worry about me overtaking your space.”  
 
    “But I want to see evidence of you everywhere!” he says. “You deserve everything. More than just a couple of outfits and some hygiene items.”  
 
    I slide off his lap and can’t help but blush a little. “Yeah, I can get some more clothes. Is there a particular color you like?”  
 
    “Anything will look great on you, my love. And you’re not spending your own money! I’ll ask Nicky to come over and take you shopping. If you don’t mind, of course.” 
 
    “I … That’d be nice,” I manage as the tears are starting to spill. 
 
    “Good,” he says and wipes my tears away. “See if there’s anything you need in the house that’s missing, and feel free to get that too. I want you to be comfortable here. I want this to be your home, not just the house you live in.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I say and plant a kiss on those soft lips. “I … I love you, Vittorio.”  
 
    Slowly, a smile spreads across his face at my words. “I love you, too, Julie Adams. Come.” He pulls me inside and to the bathroom, a dangerous smile on his face as he slides the robe off of my shoulders and helps me step out of my panties. He turns on the tap and helps me into the shower before scrubbing and massaging every inch of my body like a musician playing his favorite instrument. I melt against him, enjoying his affections. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    Having Julie around has been even nicer than I expected. With Sarina, I never got the experience of living together, so I’m unused to enjoying a beautiful woman in my bed every night. Every morning that I wake up to her smiling face, I feel an overwhelming sense of relief. Despite my realization that she’s here for me, I keep waiting for some grand betrayal. But it doesn’t come, and instead, we spend as much time together as possible. I feel more at ease than I ever have, even with my brothers. 
 
    Julie officially moved into my room five weeks ago, and despite my urging, she’s been hesitant to add her own touch to anything. The most I’ve seen her do is spend time in the nursery reading some of the books, playing with Selene, and flipping through my store of paintings and sketches. Thankfully, Nicky was able to convince Julie to get a properly fitting wardrobe as well as some maternity clothes that fit her growing belly. Every time I enter the closet and see her clothes in it, I can’t help but smile. Hopefully, she’ll let me spoil her more in the future. 
 
    Although both Julie and the baby are doing well, she’s been experiencing more bouts of morning sickness lately. It worries me a little, even when I don’t tell Julie that. She keeps telling me that everything is okay and that morning sickness is perfectly normal. 
 
    Today is an important day because Julie has her next checkup at the clinic. Dr. Thompson told her that we should be able to find out the gender of the baby today. Even though it doesn’t matter to me whether the baby is a boy or a girl, I can’t help but feel excited.  
 
    To my delight, Julie asked me to come with her to the appointment. I didn’t want to propose it myself, because I wasn’t sure whether Julie would want me to come, but I all but jumped at the chance to accompany her.  
 
    It doesn’t take long for us to get ready and loaded into the car, and soon, we’re on our way to the clinic. I hold Julie’s hand while we drive, enjoying the feel of her skin against mine.  
 
    As we walk into the clinic, the receptionist looks up at us in surprise. “Julie, Vittorio; I didn’t realize you’d be coming together!”  
 
    “Yes. It’s the twenty-week ultrasound today,” says Julie happily, ignoring the receptionist’s confusion. “We’re so excited to find out our baby’s gender!”  
 
    “Yes, that’s always very exciting,” the receptionist agrees. “Well, I’ll let the doctors know you’re here.” 
 
    We’re quickly ushered into an examination room, and after a few moments, Dr. Thompson enters, a confused look on her face. 
 
    “Miss Adams, Mr. Vollmer. I must admit that I’m surprised to see both of you here together,” she says.  
 
    I smile and take Julie’s hand. “Yes. We’ve … bonded over the course of the last few weeks.” 
 
    “Well, that’s wonderful news,” Dr. Thompson says, looking at Julie. “So, I suppose that you’ll want the surrender clause removed from the contract?”  
 
    I shoot a quick glance at Julie. We haven’t discussed the formalities of what our relationship means for the contract yet, but I know that I want Julie with me and the baby. “Yes, that would be great.” I raise my eyebrows at Julie, and I’m relieved to see that she nods. 
 
    “Good, we’ll take care of that later,” Dr. Thompson says. “Now, let’s have a look at your baby. Did I understand correctly that you two would like to know your baby’s gender?”  
 
    “Yes, we’d love to,” Julie says as Dr. Thompson prepares her for the ultrasound. 
 
    Smiling, I take Julie’s hand and watch the screen as Dr. Thompson moves the doppler around and points out various parts of our baby on the ultrasound screen to us. After a moment, Dr. Thompson chuckles and shakes her head. 
 
    “What, what is it?” Julie asks nervously. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No, nothing wrong. Just a little surprise,” she says with a laugh. 
 
    “What’s the surprise?” I ask, squeezing Julie’s hand reassuringly. 
 
    “Well, your baby, or should I say babies, are doing great. It appears that you’re having twins.” 
 
    “What?” I stare at the screen completely dumbfounded. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “On rare occasions, the fertilized egg will split into two. We didn’t notice before now because of how the babies are positioned. One of the babies is blocking the other from view, but when we move the doppler to …” Dr. Thompson takes the sensor and moves it to the upper left side of Julie’s abdomen, pushing in slightly to adjust the angle, “here, we can see a second little head.” 
 
    “Wow,” I say and let out a breath. I don’t attempt to fight the broad smile that I can feel spreading across my face. “Twins.” 
 
    “Yep. Doesn’t happen too often, but every now and then, it will. It looks like you’ll be having twin girls.” She points to a blob on the screen that, to me, looks nearly identical to all of the rest. 
 
    “Twin … girls …” says Julie in surprise. “Oh my … We need another crib!”  
 
    Dr. Thompson laughs and shakes her head. “Not necessarily. A lot of twins are more comfortable sleeping together. As long as you swaddle them properly, a single crib should be fine.”  
 
    “Girls! Two girls!” I grin madly and hug Julie as Dr. Thompson cleans up the gel and prints the image of our babies. She points out the two forms again and circles them, and I can’t help but keep looking at it, marveling at the miracle of our two little girls.  
 
    Back at the reception desk, we schedule a follow-up appointment in four weeks before heading out to the car, hand in hand.  
 
    “What a wonderful Christmas present,” Julie says as she rubs her belly. 
 
    “Christmas?” I shake my head in an attempt to get back to reality and lead her to the car with my hand on her back. 
 
    “Yeah, Christmas is tomorrow,” she says. “Do you and your brothers do anything special for Christmas?” 
 
    I smack my forehead. “Yeah, you’re right, I completely forgot! We never used to celebrate it, so it slipped my mind. But yeah, my sisters-in-law are planning a big dinner tonight at the main house.” I shoot her a sheepish look. “I hope you don’t mind, but I told them we’d be there.”  
 
    Julie smiles. “I love Christmas, and it’s great that your sisters-in-law are planning something.” Then her face falls. “What about presents? I didn’t buy any presents for your family.”  
 
    “Presents aren’t important, Jules. Family is.” I start the car and hit the gas. “Spending time together. Gino’s mate Rosana and I will be making dinner, and we’ll have a small … white elephant, I think they call it? We give the kids presents, but Yelena is really the only one old enough to appreciate them.”  
 
    We drive home in silence. All I can think about are the two girls growing in my mate’s belly. My daughters. I can’t wait to meet them. 
 
    As we pull into the estate, Julie turns to me. “Vittorio?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What time is dinner supposed to be?”  
 
    “Seven. Why?” 
 
    “I want to do some shopping. You’re right that presents are not the most important things in the world, but I’d feel better if I brought everyone something. Is it okay if I take the car?” 
 
    “Sure. Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I know you need to help Rosana cook.” 
 
    “Will you be okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” she says, smiling at me. 
 
    “Alright, love, whatever you need. But make sure to bring the credit card I gave you, okay? Use it for anything you need. There’s no sense in you spending the money you got from the clinic on my family. I have more than enough.”  
 
    “Thanks, Vittorio,” she says and kisses my cheek. “You’re amazing. You know that, right?”  
 
    I grin and kiss her soundly on the lips. “I do, but feel free to keep reminding me.”  
 
    She laughs and gently punches my shoulder before getting out and coming around to the driver’s side. Once she’s seated and strapped in, she rolls down the window, kissing me one last time before I step back and let her drive off. 
 
    I watch with a smile as the car disappears before I turn and walk into the main estate, figuring that I might as well head over to the kitchen straight away. There’ll be enough to do. As I enter the kitchen, I see that Rosana’s already there.  
 
    “Hey Vittorio,” she greets me and starts to pull out some spices for dinner. “Thanks for coming to help. How’d the appointment go?” 
 
    “We’re having girls!” I tell her, grinning. 
 
    “A girl?” 
 
    “No. Twins. Twin girls.” 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Rosana exclaims. “Twin girls! I can’t believe it. They’re going to be a handful!”  
 
    “Yeah … it’s amazing.” 
 
    “Good for you, V. Have you told Julie that they’re going to transform into flying, fire-breathing lizards yet?”  
 
    I scratch my head and frown at her. “No, not yet. I’m not really sure how to tell her to be honest.” 
 
    “It might be easier to just show her, V.” 
 
    “I know … but what if she changes her mind about wanting to stay with us?”  
 
    Rosana laughs, shaking her head. “Trust me, Vittorio, something tells me that she’s not that kind of woman. She loves you; it’s obvious.”  
 
    “Hmm,” I say, hoping with all my heart that Rosana’s right. “She’ll have to know sooner or later, so maybe I should just get it over with. I’ll tell her tonight.” 
 
    “Good. If you don’t tell her, I will,” she says as she swats at me with a spatula. “Now, either help or get out of my kitchen.” 
 
    I chuckle and start taking out the meat. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 - Julie 
 
      
 
    The whole drive to the mall, I’m freaking out. I already got a gift for Vittorio a few weeks ago, but not for the rest of his family. They’ve all been amazing to me, and I want to get them each the perfect gift, but I have no clue what to buy them. The clock flashes 3 p.m. as I pull into the mall parking lot and find a ‘stork parking’ space, thankful that I won’t have to walk too far. The place is packed, with hundreds of cars and people scurrying about, no doubt also looking for last-minute gifts.  
 
    After visiting no less than ten stores, I leave the mall, arms laden with different bags. I found a lovely little blanket with castles and dragons for Nicky’s Essie. For Yelena, I found a cute doll that looks like her, down to her ombre hair, and the spice shop had some nice quality Japanese chef’s knives that I got for Rosana. For Vittorio’s brothers, I got matching silver and blue utility knives, each engraved with ‘Vollmer’ on their hilts.  
 
    My thoughts are such a jumbled mess as I walk to my car, that I don’t immediately notice the wolfish whistle behind me. 
 
    “Hey there, pretty lady,” a man says to me to attract my attention. “Where do you think you’re going? I’m talking to ya.”  
 
    I pick up my pace, attempting to get to the car before he reaches me, but he’s quicker than me, and as I approach Vittorio’s vehicle, I see an imposing figure in front of me, leaning on the trunk with a grin. My heart sinks when I realize who it is. 
 
    “Charles,” I greet him stiffly, opening the door and putting the presents onto the back seat.  
 
    “Julie. You look … plump.” He grins and nods at my bulging belly.  
 
    I cross my arms protectively over my growing children and glare at him. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way now.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” he says and grabs my arm in a vicelike grip. “You’re not going anywhere, little Julie. Not after I’ve spent so much time and money locating you.”  
 
    “I have no business with you, Charles. I already paid you. Now, let go of me.” I try to pull away from him, but his grip tightens painfully, causing me to cry out. 
 
    “Hey! What’s going on here?” A security guard approaches and looks between us.  
 
    Charles leans down to whisper in my ear. “I hired a private investigator, little Jules. I know everything about you now. When and where you do your Christmas shopping, where you sleep, everything.” He tries to kiss me on the lips, and I pull away forcefully, falling back slightly when he releases my arm. 
 
    “Is everything okay here?” the security guard asks. 
 
    “Oh, everything’s just fine!” Charles says. “I was just letting my woman here know that I’ll see her at home.” He walks away from me, then turns around. “Oh, Julie? I really wish you’d call me Charlie … like you used to when we were kids.”  
 
    The security guard closes the last of the distance between us. “Are you okay, ma’am?” he asks with a frown.  
 
    I nod numbly and get into the Tesla, strapping myself in with shaking hands. I lean my head against the wheel as panic tries to take over.  
 
    Charles … Charlie … Kids … He’s little Charlie. Little Charlie, who used to torment me as a child, pushing me around every chance he got until Nicky beat him up.  
 
    How is he here? And why?  
 
    Shaking, I turn on the vehicle and drive home, every flash of lights behind me making me jump. The drive seems to drag on, taking far longer than it should. I keep glancing over my shoulder, thinking that I see the same car tagging along behind me, but when the car drives by the little turn off to the estate, I breathe a sigh of relief.  
 
    As I park the car, Vittorio and Nicky are coming out of the front door. I’ve never been happier to see them.  
 
    “Hey, we got most of the cooking done and were just going to take a little break,” Vittorio says as I walk towards them. “We thought that—” 
 
    But exactly what they thought I never hear, because a car approaches me from behind with screeching tires. 
 
    “Julie, look out!” shouts Nicky, yanking me out of the way with inhuman speed.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Vittorio yells as he moves to stand in front of Nicky and me to protect us.  
 
    “It’s Charles,” I say. “Remember Charlie from back when we were little, Nic? It’s him.” 
 
    “Charlie?” Nicky asks, a bewildered look on her face. “What is he doing here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but he followed me from the mall.”  
 
    “I swear I’m going to fucking kill him,” Vittorio says, now moving toward the car. 
 
    But before he can yank the driver of the vehicle out, Charles, or rather Charlie, steps out and barrels past him, heading straight for me. 
 
    “You’re MINE, JULIE ADAMS! You’ve been mine since we were children. Now let’s go so we can get rid of that vermin growing inside of you!” Charles growls, grabbing my arm and turning toward Vittorio. “Do you little princes really think you can take me?” His skin ripples, and his voice deepens to a growling rumble. “Bring it on.” 
 
    Vittorio lets out a thundering growl just as fur ripples across Charlie’s skin. Nicky wraps her arms around my shaking form as we watch a giant grizzly bear trying to slam its weight into Vittorio, and I start to shake uncontrollable, my arms wrapped around our two little girls. 
 
    Scales begin to ripple under Vittorio’s skin, and my mouth drops open. Slowly, realization dawns on me. Things have been so crazy and stressful lately with the pregnancy and my budding romance with Vittorio that I’ve pushed it back in my mind. But now that I’m standing here, looking at a slowly transforming Vittorio, the conversations that Nicky and I had when she first met Adelmo come back to me. 
 
    “Nicky?” I stammer. “That thing you told me last year, you know, about the brothers being Nethunian princes and dragons … Was that… did it end up being… true?”  
 
    “Yeah,” she says in my ear. “Hun, Vittorio is a dragon.”  
 
    “But I thought dragons weren’t real? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve had enough on our minds, between pregnancies, babies, and finding mates, haven’t we? I just didn’t think it was the time!” She practically shouts the last part as she desperately tries to move me backward, away from the scene playing out in front of us. 
 
    It’s as if my eyes are glued to Vittorio. His face elongates, claws sprout from his fingers, and his size triples in seconds. In a blinding flash, there’s a dragon standing before me, its frame a cross between western and eastern depictions of the flying beasts. His scales are a brilliant aquamarine with silver and crimson swirls. I’m completely mesmerized as I watch him stepping towards the bear, roaring mightily. Unperturbed, the bear swipes at him. 
 
    I cover my mouth in horror as the bear charges at Vittorio’s draconic form, launching itself at the larger beast. Vittorio rears back and rumbles in protest as the furry beast collides with him. Growling, the giant, lizard-like creature swats the bear with his tail, yanking itself out of the fuzzy beast’s grip and launching himself into the air just as the grizzly moves to swipe sharp looking claws at him. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Nicky says, though I hear fear lacing her voice. “A tiny little teddy bear doesn’t stand a chance against a roaring dragon.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    On the heels of launching myself into the air, I take a moment to subdue my dragon’s instinct to kill the man who threatened our mate immediately. After a moment, I dart down toward the bear below me, intending to grab it with my claws, but have to pull back when he lungs at me. I swish my tail and flap my wings, circling around the hairy monstrosity below me. 
 
    I let out a mighty roar and lash out with my tail, surprised by the bulky beast’s agility as he dodges to the left, causing the spikes on my tail to only graze him. The bear begins pacing on all fours. To my relief, Julie and Nicky have retreated toward the house far enough to not be immediately threatened by the bear.  
 
    The bear roars at me and lifts itself up on his back paws, slashing his front claws out as if taunting me. I zip behind him with a flick of my tail and slash out with my talons, raking them across his exposed back before the bear is able to turn. As I dart away, he turns around to face me and charges at me while letting out another mighty roar. I brace myself and open my mouth to let out a stream of flame. It scorches the bear’s coarse fur as he collides with my scaled frame, and he slashes out wildly, his fur smoldering. 
 
    He takes the side of my neck between his jaws and clamps down painfully. Thankfully, his fangs are unable to pierce my hide, but that doesn’t stop the crushing pressure from causing me to wince uncomfortably. Tired of this game with the grizzly, I rip myself away, grab him in my talons, and toss him into the air. 
 
    My dragon urges me to let him fall to the ground, but the bear’s whimpers snap me out of the haze of rage in time to catch him. With a howl of anger, I deposit the bear roughly next to his vehicle before shifting and stalking toward the trembling beast. 
 
    “Shift,” I tell him, forcing my magic into my voice.  
 
    He shifts back, his naked form shivering before me. “Please … stop,” he whimpers.  
 
    I growl at the sorry sight and step closer. “I better not see you again. If I do, you won’t live.”  
 
    The guy climbs into his car and slams the door shut. I turn to face Julie. She’s watching me, clinging to Nicky’s hand. I hold my hands out as I approach her, walking slowly as if she’s an injured animal. The car’s tires squeal behind me. Nicky looks between us before squeezing Julie’s hand and walking away.  
 
    Once I’m close enough to touch her, I slowly reach out and wipe her tear-stained face, relieved when she falls into my arms and hugs me fiercely. I wrap my arms around her and cradle her against my chest, rocking her back and forth slightly. 
 
    “Are you alright? Did he hurt you?” I take her shoulders and gently push her back far enough for me to inspect her.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine now,” she says. “I guess I’m just still a little shocked that I never even realized that Charles was little Charlie. Thanks for fighting him for me.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I chuckle. “I’d fight anyone for you. I hope you know that.” I put my arm around her shoulders and kiss her head as we walk into the main house.  
 
    An hour later, when we’ve all come down from the adrenaline and told the ones who didn’t witness the fight what happened, we take our seats around the extended table. Food is passed from person to person, and everyone jokes around. Thankfully, it isn’t until dessert is brought out that Rosana asks the question I have been dreading. 
 
    “Hey, Julie?” asks Rosana. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “How are you taking this so well? When I found out about dragons and shifters, I pretty much had a mental breakdown, and Nicky almost got herself killed.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Julie shrugs. “It just makes sense. I mean, I grew up on Cherokee land, and my gran always told me stories about dragon kingdoms. Nicky and I talked about them a lot when she and Adelmo first got together. I hadn’t really connected the dots or seen dragons before, but it’s like a huge puzzle piece is finally fitting into place. I’ve always had psychic tendencies and things of the sort, but I’d always written them off as tribal magic or something. It never really occurred to me that it could be bigger than that, but seeing all of this,” she waves her hands around in a broad circle, “it just fits.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing woman,” Rosana says.  
 
    I grin and kiss Julie’s hand. “Yes, she is.”  
 
    “It looks like Yelena is ready for presents!” Julie says with a happy clap. We chuckle at the little girl who’s impatiently squirming in her chair. My brothers and I clear the table before we make our way to the sitting room, where the fire is burning and a large tree is set up in the corner with wrapped packages overflowing beneath it.  
 
    I quickly take a small box from the pile and hide it in my pocket while Julie and Nicky start passing out the packages and putting a pile of unmarked gifts on the table. 
 
    We watch as Yelena opens her little pile of presents, oohing and aahing at dolls, puzzles, clothes, and toys. In the corner of my eye, I can see Julie shifting nervously when Yelena comes to the last box and slowly peels back the paper.  
 
    “It’s meeeeee!” she exclaims and launches herself onto the couch beside her to hug Julie fiercely. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, Auntie Jules!”  
 
    Julie grins and takes the doll from the girl to show her little details. “I didn’t really realize how appropriate it was when I bought it, but watch; she has wings.” Julie presses a button on the back of the doll, and iridescent blue and green dragon wings pop out. Yelena squeals in delight and hugs the doll to her chest before zooming around and making her ‘fly’ through the air. Julie beams at me before shoving a package into my hands.  
 
    I smile at her as I open the package. Inside is a set of uniquely colored paints that I haven’t seen before, a package of graphite pencils, and a new sketchbook. I whisper my thanks into her ear, and we settle back to watch everyone else open their gifts. She got myself and my brothers matching knives, with ‘Vollmer’ engraved on the hilts. Faustino and Kalino flick their blades out, pretending to have a knife fight while the rest of us watch on in amusement. 
 
    “Thank you, Julie. Your gifts are perfect,” I say. 
 
    “I’m glad you like them,” she says with a grin, then turns to Nicky to urge her to open her gift, which turns out to contain a blanket with a castle and dragons flying over it. In the bottom right-hand corner is ‘Essie,’ embroidered in cursive.  
 
    Nicky hugs Julie fiercely before handing her a rectangular box. Julie smile as she opens the box to find a tablet and stylus.  
 
    “Well, now that the individual presents are done, let’s get this white elephant going!” Ella, Emiliano’s mate, says with a clap. “The rules are simple. On the table is a pile of presents. There are ten in total, so one for each person. The game part is that you fight for presents! Well, sort of … We draw numbers, which determines the order. The first person will pick any present, open it, and show everyone what they got. The second person then gets to choose, they can either pick a present from the pile,” she points to the wrapped gifts on the table, “or they can steal an open gift from someone else! A gift can only be stolen twice, so the third person to take a present locks it in as theirs. Once everybody takes their first turn, anyone who had a gift stolen and now has empty hands gets to go again, until everyone has a present!”  
 
    “Oh, this sounds fun!” Julie says.  
 
    The game lasts for several hours, as my brothers continue stealing gifts from each other for the fun of it until nearly every present has been ‘locked in.’ After Kalino steals Julie’s present and locks it in for himself, she laughs and decides to grab the last, unopened box on the table. She lets out a gasp when she sees the contents: a high-end laptop personal computer from some brand called Alienware. She looks around in shock, then hugs the box happily, ending the game as everyone now has a gift.  
 
    “Damn, girl, you made out like a bandit!” Nicky says, inspecting the box.  
 
    I tuck my gifts under my arm and offer to put Jules’s computer in the car for her. She smiles at me and follows Nicky into the kitchen, chatting happily as her friend feeds her daughter. 
 
    Behind me, Gino and Rosana are walking out with a sleeping Yelena cradled on Gino’s shoulder, the doll Julie gave her clutched in her grip. 
 
    “Night, brother.” 
 
    “Goodnight, G,” I say, lightly touching Yelena’s hair so that she doesn’t wake up. 
 
    I walk back into the house to find that Adelmo and Kalino are nearly done cleaning up the kitchen. I search for Julie, finally finding her and Nicky sitting in the small library, laughing and chatting together with a sleeping Essie in Nicky’s lap. I take a brief moment to lean against the doorway and watch my mate and the way her eyes sparkle until she notices my presence and looks up at me.  
 
    “Oh, hey Vittorio, are you ready to go?” she says. “I’m pretty beat.” 
 
    “Yes, my love, let’s go home.” I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of taking my gorgeous mate home, and I can’t help but feel eternally grateful to have her in my life. 
 
    It’s only a quick drive back to the cottage, and before long, we’re parking and unloading the gifts from the backseat.  
 
    “You know, we’re going to have to get a car seat and a stroller,” says Julie absentmindedly as we enter the house.  
 
    “Make that two,” I chuckle and give her a kiss on the top of her head, then send her upstairs while I bring in the remainder of the gifts. By the time I’m done and walk upstairs, she’s already fast asleep, propped up against the pillows on the bed.  
 
    I gently take off her shoes and socks, cover her, and kiss her forehead. I grab my new paints and easel and take a moment to capture her exhausted beauty as she snuggles up against the pillows. Once more, I marvel at my luck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 - Julie 
 
      
 
    The scent of bacon and eggs lures me from my slumber. I stretch my limbs and smile as Vittorio comes into the room and places a small table laden with eggs, pancakes, bacon, French toast, orange juice, milk, and water next to me. 
 
    “Oh, wow, this looks delicious,” I tell him and lean forward to kiss his cheek.  
 
    “Anything for my beautiful wife.” He pulls up a chair and places an empty plate in front of me, gesturing for me to pick what I want.  
 
    My stomach grumbles loudly, and I take two over-medium eggs, a slice of French toast, two pancakes, and half of the bacon. I scarf down the food, shocked at how hungry I am. Well, I suppose I’m eating for three now. 
 
    Vittorio watches me with a smile as I eat, nibbling on his food without taking his gaze from me. When I’m finished eating, and he’s still watching me, I begin patting my face self-consciously. 
 
    “What? Is everything alright? Do I have something on my face?” I ask and start wiping my face. 
 
    But he just grins and takes my hand to kiss it. “There’s nothing on your face, Julie. I’m just enjoying the view.”  
 
    I lightly push his shoulder, but as I do so, a fluttering in my belly causes my eyes to widen. The movement becomes more pronounced, and I put my hand on my belly to feel the movement against my palm.  
 
    “What? Is everything alright?” Vittorio asks, his grin from before falling into a worried frown.  
 
    I grab his hand and place it on the spot where I feel the movement. His face morphs from confusion to awe. 
 
    “Do you feel them?” I ask him. While this isn’t the first time that I’ve felt our babies move, it’s the first time that I can feel it from the outside, and judging from the awe on Vittorio’s face, the same is true for him, despite his frequent touching of my belly.  
 
    He looks up at me, grinning madly, before bending over, lifting my shirt, and kissing the spot where I can see my belly jiggling slightly. “Our daughters,” he whispers.  
 
    We sit there and stare at my belly as our twins play with each other. After a while, the girls settle down, and I look up at the table to snag another piece of bacon. It’s then that I notice a small wrapped box on the edge of the table, set slightly behind the pitcher of orange juice.  
 
    “What’s that?” I ask Vittorio.  
 
    He gives me a wink, grabs the small box, and presents it to me with a flourish. “Well, I know you got a lot of presents yesterday, but I wanted to give you one, too. I didn’t want to give it to you yesterday in front of everybody, so I thought now would be a good time.” 
 
    “Now you’re making me curious,” I say. “What is it?”  
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    I take the box from him and rip off the wrapping paper, glancing up at Vittorio as a small jewelry box is revealed. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask him again.  
 
    He takes the box from me and turns the front of it to face me before opening it. There, inside the box, sits a ring that I thought I’d never see again. I cover my mouth as emotion threatens to overwhelm me.  
 
    Vittorio pulls the ring out of the box and leans into me to kiss my cheek. “Julie, I know we’ve not really known each other that long, but now that you know everything about my family and me, I was really hoping you’d be my mate in every sense of the word. 
 
    I stare at the turquoise, moonstone, and opal ring in shock. The ring, set in a sterling silver frame, was hand-made by my grandpa for Gran, and when I had to pawn it to pay rent a few months ago, I was certain I’d never see it again. The fact that Vittorio managed to track it down for me brings me to tears. 
 
    “Of course, the ring is yours even if you don’t want to be my mate,” he adds. “I’d never make any conditions for returning your grandmother’s ring.”  
 
    With a teary laugh, I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him, hoping that my lips can express the emotions that I don’t have the words for.  
 
    “Is that a yes? Jules?” he whispers into my ear. 
 
    “Of course, Vittorio,” I say and wipe the tears from my face. “I want nothing more than to be by your side until the end of times!”  
 
    Vittorio grins at me as if he’s just won the jackpot, and I let him slip the ring on my finger.  
 
    “I never thought I’d see this ring again,” I say. “How the hell did you manage to get it back for me?”  
 
    “I was able to track down the pawnshop you took the ring to, and they had it in the back room. The owner said that he felt the ring was too special to sell outright, so when I asked about it and explained that I wanted to return it to its rightful owner, he was more than happy to part with it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Vittorio. You have no idea how much this means to me.”  
 
    I give him a hug, and as he squeezes me back, one of the twins kicks against his abdomen through my belly. 
 
    “Oh boy, they’re going to be a handful,” I laugh. 
 
    “Yes, maybe,” Vittorio chuckles, rubbing my belly. “But they’re going to be our handful.” 
 
    Vittorio takes the leftovers and tray downstairs while I get changed. As I’m walking downstairs, there’s a knock on the door, and I open it to find Nicky with a bundled-up Essie on her hip. 
 
    “Nic, hey, how’re you?” I ask, stepping back to let her in. 
 
    “I am fantastic, my sister from another mister. The real question is, how are you? A lot happened yesterday, and I wanted to see how you were coping.”  
 
    I lead her to the living room, sit down on the couch, and pat the cushions beside me. “I am fantastic. Better than ever, actually.” I grin and flash the ring that now adorns my hand at her.  
 
    Nicky takes my hand as she settles Essie between us and admires the ring. “Oh my, Jules. Is this the one that your grandad made for your gran?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “But didn’t you tell me that you had to sell it?” 
 
    “I pawned it, yes, but Vittorio managed to get it back for me.” I shoot a glance at the tall frame of Vittorio, who’s winking at me from the kitchen. 
 
    “Well, you’ve got yourself some mate there, hun,” Nicky says and casts an approving look at Vittorio. “So tell me about the baby. We haven’t even had time to talk about your ultrasound yet, what with Christmas and everything. How’s the baby doing?” 
 
    “Babies,” I tell her with a grin. 
 
    “Babies?” Her eyebrows shoot up. “As in, twins?”  
 
    I place her hand on my stomach as the twins begin dancing again. “Twin girls!”  
 
    “Oh my, Jules! That’s fantastic,” Nicky exclaims. “I bet you and V are pretty happy. And no worries, twins are a handful, but we’ll all be around helping you.”  
 
    A smile spreads across my face. “Yeah, I know, Nic. Thanks. And our girls are not that much younger than Essie, so they can play together!” 
 
    We spend another hour or so chatting about babies and playing with Essie until Essie starts fussing. 
 
    “I think she’s hungry,” Nicky sighs and takes her wriggling daughter. “I guess that’s my cue to go.”  
 
    I bring them to the door and smile as Nicky walks toward the small dirt road with Essie in her arms. As I close the door, Vittorio wraps his arms around me, resting his hands on my belly before leading me upstairs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 - Vittorio 
 
      
 
    Once upstairs, I lead Julie to the bathroom and start running a warm bath for her. I pull a chair into the bathroom and put it next to the tub for her so that she can sit in it while the water is running. I shake my hand in front of her, playfully splashing her with little droplets of water before I add some salts to the tub and stir the water with my hand. She flashes a wicked grin at me and scoops up a handful of the frothy bubbles to fling them at me.  
 
    With a chuckle, I drop to my knees before her to take off her house slippers, one at a time. She smiles down at me and wriggles her toes as I take off her socks. I rub her slightly swollen toes and heels before kissing them. Julie moans lightly and drops her head backward.  
 
    “Let me know if I rub too hard,” I tell her softly.  
 
    She nods her head, and I tug off her pants, slowly rolling the fabric down her legs while kissing each new inch of exposed flesh. Once I’ve removed her pants, I massage each calf, working her tense muscles until she sighs.  
 
    Julie raises her arms helpfully when I begin dragging her shirt upwards and pull the fabric over her hands, tossing it onto the pile with her other clothes. I begin rubbing her muscles, massaging her tense shoulders, and kissing her neck. 
 
    “Your hands are magic,” she whispers.  
 
    I kiss her shoulder before unhooking her bra and tossing it to the side, then begin kneading her pectoral muscles, gently teasing her breasts as my hands pass over their perfect mounds. I cup her swollen belly, marveling at the life growing within this beautiful woman. Her breath catches as I trail my fingers down to the edge of her panties. I hook my fingers under the edge of the sturdy fabric and tug it down, lifting her gently with one hand to work the fabric over the curve of her ass and down to the floor. 
 
    I pull her hands lightly and help her maneuver to the edge of the tub, where I have her kneel on a pillow, leaning over the edge of the tub as I turn off the tap. Once she’s kneeling, I begin rubbing her tense muscles, paying special attention to her ass and her thighs. By the time all of the knots in her muscles have loosened, the water in the tub has cooled to a comfortable temperature. I help her to stand and step into the tub, holding her under her arms as she slides down into the warm water with a moan. 
 
    “What did I do to deserve such special treatment?” she asks. 
 
    I kiss her shoulder and grab a small water pan. “Sweetheart, you don’t have to do anything to deserve such treatment. You deserve to be treated like a queen every day,” I whisper into her ear and dip the pan into the water. Kissing her neck, I smooth her hair back from her brow and tilt her head back, resting it on a water pillow. “But if you need a reason, you’re growing two beautiful little lives inside of you.” I gently pour the water over her hair, soaking the beautiful locks. Once all of her hair is wet, I squeeze a dab of her favorite shampoo into my hands, rubbing them together before applying it to her scalp, massaging the soap into her hair and earning another moan from her. 
 
    “That feels lovely.”  
 
    I massage her head a little longer than necessary before rinsing off the shampoo and repeating the process with conditioner. By the time I lather up a loofah, she’s smiling at me with a twinkle in her eye. I begin washing first her arms and then her legs. She grins and stands, allowing me access to the rest of her perfect body. Once nearly every inch of her skin is lathered in soap, I extend the detachable shower head and begin to rinse her, paying special attention to her breasts and the delightful curls between her legs. By the time Julie is clean, I can feel the pressure of my cock against my pants. 
 
    Julie splashes me with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Well, looks like you have to take your clothes off now since you’re all wet.”  
 
    I happily oblige and pull off my shirt and pants, tossing them into the corner. She turns around with a grin, draining the tub and making sure to stick her perfect ass into the air, giving me the perfect view of it. Miraculously, I resist the urge to tear off my pants and ram my cock into her from behind. Julie turns back to me, and I can’t help but chuckle as she licks her lips, her eyes focused on my pulsating cock. 
 
    Julie smirks at me, pushes me back into the chair that I massaged her in, and kneels before me. I’m a little worried, seeing her kneeling on the floor with her pregnant belly, but when I make to stand up, she grips my legs with surprising strength. 
 
    “Oh, no, you’re mine, baby,” she says savagely, her eyes flashing.  
 
    I grip the arms of the chair, letting her take control but ready to jump to her aid should she need it.  
 
    “This is mine,” she says, fondling my sac, “and this is mine,” she repeats, taking my twitching shaft into her fist and squeezing gently. My head falls back, and I let out a moan, enjoying the feeling of her seeking hands. 
 
    She strokes me once, twice, before fitting her lips over the head of my cock, taking my length into her mouth and sucking on it. With a groan, I bring my head back up and watch her suck me, her eyes looking up at me as if gauging my reaction. She takes one of my hands in hers and moves it to the back of her head, and I wrap my fingers in her hair, slightly guiding her as she continues to suck my member. A groan escapes my lips as she takes me into the back of her throat. I close my eyes and try to hold back the building pressure, not sure how much longer I can hold out. 
 
    “Jules … please,” I groan, breathless, but she just increases her pace. “I can’t … hold …”  
 
    But then she stops, letting the pressure dissipate before standing up with a smirk. I reach out to her and pull her towards me. Our lips crash together, and she climbs on tops of me, mounting me in the chair and grinding herself against me without taking my length inside of her. 
 
    “Jules,” I moan, “you’re killing me.”  
 
    Unable to take her torture any longer, I lift her up. She wraps her legs around me, and I carry her to the bed. As I bury myself to the hilt inside of her, she whimpers, writhing against me, trying to ride me while I hold her steady and walk us to the bedroom. She makes it nearly impossible for me to hold my load when she starts slamming herself onto me, over and over. With a grunt, I give up on making it to the bed and turn her back against the wall, thrusting into her. I reach down between us and begin stroking her clit, rubbing in time with our frantic motions while balancing her with one hand.  
 
    She moans and angles herself to take me deeper while at the same time giving me access to her nub. As the pressure builds, I feel my fangs lengthening. Looking at Julie, I’m unsurprised to see her fangs extended to sharp points, too. I pull her head to the cord of my neck. As one, we bite down, sending us both over the edge of ecstasy. My body shudders as her perfect sheath milks me. Julie whimpers against me as she comes down from the high and kisses me fiercely.  
 
    I carry her to the bed and smile as I feel the tingling of a forming mate-mark. As I settle us into bed, my cock still buried in her, she begins riding me again, slowly, building a new kind of urgency that I’m surprised to find my body responding to. I didn’t know it’d be ready again so quickly. 
 
    She fondles her breasts as she rides my growing cock and throws her head back in ecstasy. I reach up and replace her hands with my own, tweaking and squeezing her breasts. Her moans encourage me, and she starts stroking her engorged nub. She continues grinding against me and increases her pace until it becomes frantic.  
 
    When her walls begin to clench around me, she stops moving and rides her wave of pleasure. I grin and carefully flip us over, pounding into her soft flesh and driving her orgasm to new heights. 
 
    “Yes, baby,” she pants as I hammer into her. Her quivering muscles clench me as the tension builds between us. Finally, with a shout, I explode inside of her, shuddering with the force of my release as she screams my name. Utterly spent, I push myself to her side before collapsing and gathering her trembling form against my chest.  
 
    “Wow. It gets better every time,” she mumbles before drifting off to sleep.  
 
    I squeeze her gently and can’t help but agree with her before joining her in oblivion. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 - Julie 
 
      
 
    By the time the first week of May rolls around, I am beyond ready to be done with this whole pregnancy. I can’t see my toes! Everything is swollen and bloated, and every time one of the other children at the estate cries, my breasts get achy. I’m crabby and snap at every little inconvenience, which, unfortunately, Vittorio’s brothers find highly amusing. One of the few comforts I have is knowing that Vittorio and Nicky will be by my side for the rest of this journey. I’m relying on them to save me from myself during the times that I really want to cut off some of the Vollmer brothers’ limbs.  
 
    “What time is it, Nic?” I ask, waddling toward the couch with a bowl of popcorn in hand. 
 
    “Uhm, like 10 p.m.?” she says distractedly, flipping through the movie selection. Adelmo is taking care of Essie for the night. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I say as I feel something wet gushing down my legs. Looking down, I see a puddle of water. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Nicky asks as Vittorio comes rushing down the stairs. 
 
    “They’re coming!” he exclaims.  
 
    Nicky looks at me in shock, and I clutch my stomach as a severe contraction hits me. I’ve been having what I thought were Braxton Hicks contractions all day, but I guess they were real.  
 
    “Okay, baby, let’s go,” Vittorio says. He scoops me up into his arms and gently brings me to the car. Nicky runs out and tosses my hospital bag into the back seat before climbing in and slamming the door shut behind her. 
 
    “Vittorio, drive. Jules, baby, I’m here with you. Breathe with me,” she says, taking these ridiculous, panting breaths that make me laugh before groaning in pain as another contraction hits me. 
 
    Vittorio slams his foot on the gas and gets us onto the highway. “Did you let Del know?” he asks Nicky. 
 
    “Yeah, just sent him a text. He’s letting everyone know now. They’ll meet us there.” 
 
    “DO I REALLY NEED AN AUDIENCE FOR THIS?” I screech out as another fierce contraction attacks me. 
 
    “Don’t worry. They won’t be in the delivery room,” Nicky assures me. “It’s more of a moral support thing than anything else.”  
 
    “Hold on, baby, we’re almost there,” Vittorio says and glances at me. “Do you want me to come with you or Nic?” 
 
    “Nic can help me,” I grind out, half tempted to squeeze his nuts so he can experience my pain.  
 
    “I promise that you will regret it if you destroy his capacity to father more children,” Nicky tells me, accurately guessing what I’m thinking. 
 
    “How could you possibly know?” I ask through gritted teeth, hissing as another contraction hits me.  
 
    “Because you love him,” she says simply. “Once we arrive, Dr. Thompson will be meeting us with her team. Not much further, now.” 
 
    We pull up to the hospital, and Vittorio hops out. Moments later, he returns with a wheelchair and a nurse who wheels me up to the maternity ward, Nicky running along beside me. 
 
    “They’re upstairs and ready for you,” assures the nurse. I pant with exhaustion and nod my thanks.  
 
    Before long, the nurse is depositing us in a room with various medical apparatuses, Dr. Thompson, and her team of nurses and physicians. 
 
    “Julie, dear, how are you feeling? Do you want something for the pain?” I grit my teeth and nod my head. “Alright, let’s get you up on the table, I’ll have you numbed up by Evan here while I do some scans to make sure everything is going well, okay?”  
 
    I nod and crawl onto the table with Nicky and a nurse’s help.  
 
    “She’s seven centimeters dilated,” one of the nurses says. 
 
    Dr. Thompson hooks me up to various monitors as one of her nurses sticks me with an IV, and another prepares the epidural. They manage to administer the spinal block between contractions, succeeding on the first try, much to my relief. With a sigh, I sit back and relax a little until a flustered Vittorio enters the room and rushes to my side.  
 
    “How is she?” he asks Dr. Thompson while kissing my hand.  
 
    She turns to us, a small frown on her face. “It looks like we’ll need to do a C-Section.” 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” I squeal, rubbing my belly. 
 
    “One of the twins seems to have wrapped her umbilical cord around her sister’s neck. If we deliver them vaginally, there’s a high probability of losing one and even a low probability of losing both. Do I have your consent to perform the emergency C-Section?” she asks us, looking between us urgently.  
 
    “Yes, do it, please. Save my babies,” I tell her, my heart in my throat. Dr. Thompson and the nurses begin rushing around. I watch nervously as they add yet more monitors and set out the surgical gear, scrubbing up and injecting various medications into my IVs. Vittorio and Nicky watch on helplessly. Finally, the wailing cry of an infant breaks the tense silence, and Dr. Thompson hands the first child to a nurse to clean. A few minutes later, another cry pierces the air, and I let out a thankful sob. The nurses hand me my daughters, and happiness and relief fill me as I cradle my two beautiful baby girls, one latched on each breast. Nicky and Vittorio are smiling down at me as the doctors finish stitching me up and detaching all of the extra monitors. I kiss each girl on the head. 
 
    “Congratulations! You have two healthy, beautiful baby girls,” Dr. Thompson says. 
 
    We watch the miracle in my arms in silence for a while, Vittorio stroking my hair and Nicky just staring and smiling at the two girls. 
 
    “Have you picked out names?” Dr. Thompson asks. 
 
    “Yes. This is Atsila,” I hand the girl on my left, who has a small flame-shaped birthmark behind her right ear, to Nicky. “And this,” I lift up the child on my right breast and pass her to Vittorio, who strokes the swirling birthmark behind her left ear, “is Ama.” 
 
    “Atsila and Ama … fire and water?” Nicky asks. I smile and nod, unsurprised that Nicky knows enough about my native language to decipher the names. “How appropriate,” she says with a smile, holding onto Atsila’s little hand. 
 
    “Well, congratulations,” repeats Dr. Thompson. “Atsila was born on May 5 at 11:58 p.m. and was,” she looks at a clipboard, “five pounds and seven ounces and sixteen inches long. And little Ama was born on May 6 at 12:01 am and was five pounds and six ounces, and sixteen inches long as well.”  
 
    “Twins with different birthdays!” I laugh. 
 
    All of the Vollmer brothers and their mates come and visit us while I’m in recovery, taking turns to fuss over my perfect little baby girls. Thankfully, every time the brothers visit, they bring me food, which is fabulous since the hospital food tastes like shit. Our time in the hospital drones on in an endless flurry of tests for the babies and me and a few interruptions for lactation consultation and excited nurses. By the time a week and a half have passed, I’m beyond ready to escape the hospital, much to Nicky and Vittorio’s amusement. 
 
    About two weeks after they’re born, Dr. Thompson discharges me from the hospital, allowing me to finally introduce our little princesses to their new home. Vittorio unloads the diapers, blankets, and twins from the car. I unlock the front door, and Nicky lifts one of the girls—Ama, I think—and carries her inside while Vittorio carries Atsila—I think. The girls look so much alike, especially in the matching outfits provided by the hospital, that it’s hard to tell them apart unless you can see their birthmarks. 
 
    Once I’m seated on the couch, Nicky hands me the child she was carrying. I check behind the child’s ears, relieved to see that I’m getting better at telling the girls apart, and begin nursing the small child. 
 
    We fall into a routine of exhaustion—wake up, feed the babies, change diapers, nap with the babies, feed them while sleeping, change diapers. Nicky spends a lot of her time at our house on her days off, breaking the monotony. 
 
    The last week of June, when we’ve just managed to get the babies to sleep, and I sit on the couch enjoying a hot cup of tea, Nicky sits down beside me with an expectant smile on her face. 
 
    “What?” I ask her a little suspiciously.  
 
    “Well, I was just thinking,” she begins. “You and Vittorio both have your mating mark, the girls have been born and are doing great. Do you think it’s time for the next step?” 
 
    “Next step? Like more twins?” I let out a groan. “I’m not sure about that, Nic.” 
 
    “No, silly, not more twins. I was thinking about your mating ceremony.” When I don’t respond, she goes on, “I mean, you don’t have to if you don’t want to, but if you do, I can help in arranging it, make sure some of the traditional stuff is in.” 
 
    I chew on my lip for a while. It’s been a lot these past few months. But I’ve never been happier. With Vittorio by my side, I feel like I can deal with the whole world, whatever it has in store for me. 
 
    “Have you already spoken to Vittorio about this?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, and he thinks it’s a great idea.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I say and take a sip from my tea. “But between the sleepless nights and everything, I’m not sure that I have much time for it right now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that, hun,” she says and puts her hand on my knee. “I’ll take care of everything. It’s going to be perfect.” 
 
    And so it happens that, not even two full weeks later, I’m walking toward the gathering circle—a circle of the Vollmer brothers, their mates, and their children, our two babies included—in a beautifully designed, hand-made tear dress with a cinched waist and dangling cords, lined with beads that clink as the wind blows. Vittorio is dressed in a shirt textured with red ribbons in a chevron pattern that hang loosely at their base, and black slacks. He’s the perfect picture of a Cherokee groom. As tradition dictates, we both wear lovingly stitched moccasins on our feet.  
 
    Before us are three piles of wood, one pointed to the north, one to the south, and one at a central point between the two, the central pile being larger than the cardinal piles. Each set of wood includes seven different types of woods, each having a significance in blessing and prayer. The central pile, once lit, is considered to be the creator’s fire, which unites lives, while each smaller pile represents Vittorio and me as individuals.  
 
    Vittorio and I step through the gathering circle on opposite sides, each taking our place at our sacred fires while his eldest brother Emiliano begins the ceremony. Before long, Vittorio and I are lighting our fires, spreading the ash and herbs in their depths while Emiliano blesses the larger, unlit pyre near the center of the gathering circle. With a smile, Vittorio and I begin uniting our sacred fires with the creator’s pyre and lighting the branches of the flame of union.  
 
    Once the flame of the creator’s fire is burning brightly, Nicky and Adelmo approach, heads bowed as they present us with baskets and blankets. Each basket is filled with symbolism: mine with bread and corn in promise to ‘nurture and feed’ my spouse, while his is filled with meat, a promise to provide for me and our family. Nicky kisses my cheek as she drapes a coarse, blue, hand-made blanket over my shoulders, smiling at me, then bowing and backing away. The blue material has a pattern woven by the seers, each wedding blanket unique to the individual, the blue ones in particular. The blue blanket that Nicky drapes over my shoulders represents my individuality and uniqueness.  
 
    Adelmo hands Vittorio a wicker basket with cooked venison. He drapes a similarly unique blue textile over Vittorio’s shoulders before kissing his forehead, whispering in his ear, bowing, and returning to his place in the gathering circle.  
 
    I look over at Vittorio and smile, only to see my smile returned to me with interest. Once Emiliano gives the signal, we begin walking around the sacred fire and meet before him in the center of the gathering circle. With shaking hands, I grip the corner of Vittorio’s blanket—which signifies his unique individuality—and fold the corner into my own uniquely patterned covering. I place my basket into his right hand, offering myself to him as his nurturing companion. 
 
    Vittorio smiles and places his basket of venison into my left hand before grasping my right hand with his left. We bow our heads to each other and turn to face Emiliano, who gestures behind us. As one, the rest of the Vollmer brothers and their wives descend to cover us with a large, white blanket, adorned with patterns taken from both of our blue ones, signifying our joining as one, and the combining of our lives and personalities. They drape the blanket over our shoulders, pat us on the back, and place their hands on our shoulders in blessing before returning to their spaces. As one, Vittorio and I turn to face the gathering, while Emiliano declares us joined.  
 
    After a moment, Nicky and Adelmo step forward to take our baskets and blankets while Emiliano presents us with a wedding vase. The dual-spouted and dual-handled vase is filled with blessed water. Vittorio and I each take a handle of the vase and smile at each other. When I nod, we tilt the vase up as one and drink its contents, careful not to spill a drop lest we anger the spirits. Once the vase is empty, everyone cheers happily and starts celebrating. The ceremony is over, and they all walk toward the tables laden with food and drinks. 
 
    Vittorio grins and winks at me. We leave the twins with Nicky and Adelmo and abscond from the party, giggling like teenagers. Back at the cabin, we barely make it through the door before clothes are flying. I rub my hands up and down Vittorio’s back and moan, and he nibbles at my throat, scraping his slightly scruffy face along my cheek and neck. Once we’ve successfully divested each other of the complicated wedding attire, we take a moment to just step back and admire one another. 
 
    I lick my lips and let my gaze trail along the defined muscles of Vittorio’s neck, down his rippling chest to the protruding erection waving at me. I let my eyes convey my desire as I trail my gaze down his thighs, powerful calves, and firm feet before glancing back up again.  
 
    I push Vittorio against the wall, wanting all of him all at once and tasting every inch of him. I lick, nibble, and kiss every bit of exposed flesh, taking care not to touch his twitching manhood as his muscles tremble beneath my ministrations. Only when he’s shuddering with the force of restraining himself do I gently stroke my fingers along the edge of his shaft with a feathery light touch. I’m satisfied to see that the small contact leaves him vibrating with desire. 
 
    I drop to my knees and take a moment to kiss his dewy tip before licking up and down the side of his pulsating cock, intoxicated by the power this gorgeous man gives me over his body. When he groans, I decide to give him a taste of what he wants and take the tip of his shaft between my lips. His hips jerk as I take the length of him into my mouth, allowing him to hit the back of my throat. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Julie,” he pants as I let his cock pop out of my mouth. I nibble lightly on the head of his cock before kissing away the sting and lifting myself up to share his dewy taste. His tongue sweeps into my mouth as he kisses me, taking over control.  
 
    Vittorio swipes his eager tongue across my lips, and his hands explore every curve of my body. He strokes and pinches and rubs before following the path of his hands with his mouth to kiss away any slight sting. Grinning up at me, he angles my pelvis toward him and buries his face between the juncture of my thighs, lapping up my juices as he massages my ass and fucks me with his tongue. Just as I’m about to fall over the edge of bliss, he pulls back, picks me up, and softly tosses me on the couch. 
 
    He cups my breasts, bringing one of the swollen tips to his mouth and sucking it while reaching a hand down between my legs to stroke me. I moan and let my head fall back as his body covers mine. His hands massage my tits while his pulsating cock rubs against my clit, teasing my entrance. Once I’m so close to the edge that dots fill my vision, he slides swiftly inside of me, sheathing himself to the hilt and tipping me over the edge. I moan and clutch his ass as he drives my pleasure higher, pounding rhythmically inside of me.  
 
    With a groan, he rolls us over and lets me take over. I push myself off of his chest and sit up to ride him, grinding myself against him while squeezing my breasts. He reaches between us and begins stroking me as my rhythm becomes more and more frantic.  
 
    “That’s it. Come on, almost there,” he whispers and buries his face between my breasts. Our friction builds, promising the most intense pleasure yet. He flips us over again and angles me onto the arm of the couch, allowing him to slam into me deeper than ever before. He’s so deep now that the line between pleasure and pain is almost blurred. The sound of his sac hitting my ass brings a new wave of moisture coursing through me. 
 
    He tenses and shudders above me, and my muscles clench around him, milking his cock for all its worth. Stars dot my vision as wave after wave of pleasure rocks through me, so intense that I’m fairly certain I lose consciousness at some point. Vittorio adjusts our position, ensuring that we’re both fully on the couch, before he drops down. 
 
    He lays his head on my breasts and falls asleep fast, wrapped up in my arms. Smiling, I kiss his forehead and feel so happy and content that I just lie there for a long time before finally closing my eyes and falling asleep, too. I have everything that I’ve always wanted. Two beautiful twin girls and a gorgeous man to love me for the rest of my life. 
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