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    Nothing is as it seems, and sometimes the path forward is the one we least expect. There were many drafts, many times I changed my mind on the trajectory of things only to once again decide which way forward should be best. 
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Prologue

A Montage in Three Heartbeats

MACKENZIE

Night settles differently now.


It doesn’t soften.
It tightens — like a breath held too long, like a question with no safe answer.
The world is quiet, but inside me everything is loud.


I lie awake in the dark and feel the flutter beneath my ribs, the small insistent pulse of a future I’m terrified to break. She moves like a secret trying to be born — a reminder of the choices I made, the promises I broke, the love I’m still learning how to hold without trembling.

I press my hand to my stomach and pretend it’s enough to steady me.

But ghosts don’t sleep.


Kincaid walks the edges of my thoughts, Rhys fills the quiet places I avoid, and Dimitri...
Dimitri is the ache I come home to — the love that feels too sharp, too bright, too much like truth.



I wasn’t built for simple.
I wasn’t built for easy.
But I was built for this:
to stand in the ruins of the girl I used to be
and still reach for something more.


Tonight, the air hums with the weight of what I haven’t said.

And tomorrow, everything will start unraveling.

DIMITRI

Control is a fragile, foolish thing.

I used to think it lived in my hands — in leather, in ritual, in the breath between command and surrender. But tonight, control is nowhere. It slips between my fingers like smoke, leaving only the truth behind it.


She kept her past from me.
I kept my fear from her.
We both broke something we swore we wouldn’t.



I should be furious.
I should be distant.



But all I can think about is her hands trembling against her belly.
Her voice cracking when she said I saved this moment for you.
Our daughter kicking beneath my palm like she already knows me.



And Rhys —
always Rhys —
haunting the space between us with everything he was to her, everything I wasn’t.


If love were simple, I’d walk away.


But nothing about her has ever been simple.
And nothing about me has ever been free.



Tomorrow, I return to Safe Haven.
Not as the man I was —
but as the man she needs.
The one willing to bleed for a future that terrifies him.



And if the ghosts of her past are waiting for me there...
then I’ll face them.
One by one.
Even if the hardest one wears Rhys’s face.


RHYS

She thinks I’m steady.

She always has — as if I’m the anchor in every storm, as if I don’t break in the quiet where no one can see. But tonight, I’m unraveling in ways I don’t have language for.


I should have called her.
I should have checked on her.
I should have done a thousand things I didn’t.



Instead, I stayed silent.
Out of respect.
Out of fear.
Out of the kind of love that hurts more when held back.



I told myself she needed space.
Truth is, I’m the one who couldn’t face what I still feel.


I thought I’d buried it — the way she softens under my hands, the way she breathes differently when she trusts me, the way her name tastes like memory and warning both. But when she looked at me tonight with those eyes that have always seen too much...

Everything in me answered at once.


I miss her.
I love her.
I never stopped.


But this isn’t just her and me anymore.


There’s Dimitri.
There’s the child growing beneath her ribs.
There’s the weight of everything we’ve survived — and everything waiting for us in the dark.



Tomorrow, I’ll see her again.
And him.
And the fault line that’s been building between us since the moment she walked away.


Something will break.


But maybe —
just maybe —
something else will finally begin.
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Chapter 1 – Mackenzie
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I thought it was over. The echoes of his voice, the bruises that didn’t show but never really faded, the fear that still crawled beneath my skin—I’d buried it all. Locked it behind doors I never meant to reopen. Safe Haven was supposed to be just that: safe. But the moment he walked out of a room with Cassidy—different name, same fire in his gaze—I knew. Kincaid. No matter the alias, I’d never forget the way the air changed around him.

And just like that, my past wasn’t something I could outrun. It was here. Breathing my oxygen. Watching me crack apart from the inside.

Dimitri saw it—he always saw too much. And when he spoke, his voice wasn’t just anger or confusion—it was pain. “I wasn’t just someone you could turn to. I was your Master.”

The words didn’t just land—they detonated. They stripped away the lies I’d wrapped around myself for protection, exposing something raw I’d long since tried to forget.

I blinked hard, fighting back the tears, but they stung anyway. His voice filled every inch of space, his frustration thrumming in the air between us. His fists clenched tight, told me what he didn’t say. We’d built something. Rules. Trust. A future.

And I had broken it.

His question still burned through my chest: Do you? It wasn’t about love or trust. It was about letting him see all of me— and I didn’t know if I was brave enough for that.

I pressed my palm to the soft swell of my stomach. Dimitri’s child. Our child. But when I’d panicked—when my voice caught in my throat and my knees nearly gave out—it wasn’t Dimitri who brought me back.

It was Rhys.

Rhys had been the one beside me, steadying me, not Dimitri. And that was what cut him deepest.

That truth had never been spoken aloud, but it bloomed in the silence like a bruise—heavy, impossible to ignore.

I’d told myself it was instinct, reaching for Rhys in the dark. Muscle memory. A reflex. But that was a lie dressed up as logic. The truth was simpler, messier.

I trusted him to see me. And maybe that was the part I’d never been brave enough to face— that some small, stubborn piece of me still loved Rhys. Not the way I loved Dimitri. Not anymore. But enough that it lived in the quiet places I never touched. Enough that it made this moment feel like betrayal in every direction.

How was I supposed to tell Dimitri that? How was I supposed to hand him a truth that would only break us both?

His question still burned through my chest: Do you? It wasn’t about love or trust. It was about letting him see all of me— and I didn’t know if I was brave enough for that.

Not the version I curated for Dimitri, not the woman who could smile through silence and carry secrets like heirlooms. Rhys saw the cracks. The fault lines. And he didn’t flinch.

That terrified me.

Because love with Dimitri was a promise. But with Rhys, it was a mirror.

“The rules, Mackenzie. Those rules we created together.”

That memory sliced deeper than I expected. I hadn’t just broken trust—I’d broken us. And even now, with every part of me screaming that I loved him, aching to make things right, the past tugged at me like a shadow refusing to let go.

“Mackenzie,” his voice cracked again, and this time I couldn’t look away. “Do you not realize how badly it hurts to know you couldn’t tell me—your Master, your partner, your lover—about your past? Especially when you knew, Mackenzie. You knew about Phoebe.”

The guilt twisted low in my belly, sharp and unforgiving. He was right. I’d known the pain Phoebe had left him with—the woman he’d once loved, the submissive who’d trusted him—who’d taken her own life after a scene unearthed a trauma she’d never shared with him.

And I’d still thought I could hide my past. Thought Kincaid could be boxed away like some inconvenient memory.

How reckless. How naive.

I sat frozen on the edge of the couch, knuckles white, nails digging crescents into my knees. I needed to say something. Anything. But my throat was tight, and the house felt more like a prison than a home.

Could our love survive this? Could it hold the weight of what I’d broken?

Dimitri hadn’t come closer, but he hadn’t left either. He stood by the window, hand at his jaw, breathing like each inhale was a battle against everything building inside him.

His silence was louder than any outburst. And I stayed there—locked in place—drowning in it.

I let out a slow breath, pressing a hand against my belly—grounding myself in the life we created, in what was supposed to be our future. But the weight of everything that came before it—everything I never said, everything I broke—pressed hard against my ribs, making it difficult to breathe.

“You should have trusted me.”

Dimitri’s voice came quiet, but it wasn’t soft. Every word landed heavy, edged with something raw and restrained. I could hear it in the way he didn’t raise his voice—that sharp, controlled calm that always came right before things cracked wide open.

I flinched.

I knew this conversation wasn’t over. Knew it wouldn’t be simple. But hearing the disappointment threaded through his words, hearing that fracture in his tone—it cut deeper than I wanted to admit.

I forced myself to breathe, to speak through the tightening in my chest. “I made a mistake,” I whispered. “And I know that’s not enough.”

His eyes met mine, and something flickered there—exhaustion, hurt, the kind of frustration that comes from caring too much. “No,” he said, not sharp this time, but strained. “It’s not.”

The word didn’t slam into me like a door shutting. It sagged between us, heavy with everything he wasn’t saying. It wasn’t final. It wasn’t a verdict. It was a man trying to hold himself together while the ground shifted under his feet.

And somehow, that hurt worse.

Silence settled thick between us again, suffocating.

I curled my fingers protectively over my stomach, grounding myself in the fragile truth I carried. “But I’m here,” I whispered. “And I need you to be, too.”

Dimitri exhaled hard, dragging a hand down his face. I saw the struggle in the set of his shoulders, in the way he didn’t come closer—but didn’t turn away either. His palm braced against the window frame like he needed its coolness to keep from splintering. My words hung between us, too heavy to lift, too important to ignore.

He didn’t look at me, but I could feel him thinking—feel the weight of my presence pulling at him, the same way his silence pulled at me.

And beneath all of it, the truth pulsed like a bruise.

I’d turned to Rhys. Not him. Not the man I claimed to love. Rhys.

I hadn’t told him about Kincaid. I hadn’t trusted him when it mattered most. And still, I was here.

His gaze finally flickered back to me—tracing the tremble in my hands, the curve of my body, the plea I didn’t have the strength to voice. He’d fought so many battles before, but I could see it in the tightness of his jaw, the tension in his stance.

This wasn’t just about danger or secrets or mistakes. This was about Rhys. About the part of me Dimitri feared he could never reach.

And I had dragged him into that, too.

I swallowed hard. “I know I broke something between us,” I said, my voice steady despite the tears burning behind my eyes. “I know trust doesn’t come back just because we want it to.”

His jaw flexed, and I saw it—the ache. The war inside him. Wanting to stay angry. Wanting to reach for me. Not knowing which urge would win.

So, we stayed there, suspended in the wreckage. Together, but not yet whole.

“What happens now, Dimitri?” I barely recognized my own voice—soft, almost fragile—but he heard me. I could tell by the way his shoulders tightened, by the way the silence shifted.

He exhaled sharply and finally looked at me—looked at me. His eyes met mine, held mine, like he was searching for something he wasn’t sure he could name. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I’m still here.”

My breath caught. The tension between us hung thick, stretched tight. So much had been said. So much hadn’t. But beneath the storm of it all, something bigger stirred—something I couldn’t name, but felt pulsing between us.

I dropped my gaze, pressing my hand to my stomach. And then—there. A shift. A flutter. Not the first one, but this time it felt like a lifeline. Like something opening. Warmth spread through my chest. For once, the weight inside me didn’t feel like fear—it felt like possibility.

I looked up at Dimitri. He still stood by the window, tense, his restraint a living thing.

“Come here,” I said, quiet but steady.

He didn’t move right away. His eyes searched mine as if he didn’t trust what he’d find there.

I exhaled, steadying myself as emotion rose up. “Dimitri... please.”

That broke something. Not loudly—but I saw it. The flicker. The crack. And then, slowly, cautiously, he stepped forward. Each step hesitant. Each one braver than the last.

Before he could falter, I reached for his hand and guided it to my stomach. His breath hitched as his palm settled over mine—and then came another flutter. A firm, undeniable kick.

He went utterly still. His fingers flexed like he wasn’t sure what was real anymore—like he was anchoring himself to this moment.

I squeezed his hand, my voice thick. “This is ours.”

His breath trembled. His hand pressed a little harder, careful, reverent. And in that moment—all the hurt, the doubt, the distance—faded to the edges.

There was only this. Only us.

His shoulders dropped. I watched the tension melt from him, piece by piece. His eyes lifted, meeting mine. The fight in them—the armor—slipping away. “I feel it... our baby,” he whispered, the words breaking gently against the silence.

I swallowed hard, curling my fingers around his wrist. “I know.”

His jaw twitched, a soft tremble of emotion. Then, quieter still—tender, disarmed—he said, “This is ours.”

A tear slid down my cheek. “This is us.”

And just like that, everything inside me didn’t feel so sharp. The chaos was still there, but it wasn’t tearing at me anymore. It settled into something quieter—still aching, still tender— but finally, finally, something I could breathe through.

Another flutter pressed against his palm, firm and insistent. Proof of the life we’d created, of the future, still waiting for us—if we could reach for it.

His eyes met mine again. And this time, they weren’t guarded. They were open. Real.

His fingers flexed gently over my stomach, slow and reverent, like he was committing this sensation to memory. Like he needed to anchor himself here, to this proof that something real—something good—still existed between us.

Then, voice barely more than a breath, he whispered, “Thank you. For letting me feel this. For letting me be here.”

The words hit deeper than I expected. Not just gratitude—something else, something quiet and raw that tangled with the ache in my chest. I hadn’t realized how much I’d been holding my breath until that moment.

I swallowed hard, stunned by the vulnerability in his voice, the sincerity. It cracked something open in me. My breath hitched as emotion surged just beneath my skin. I reached up, gently pressing my palm over his, grounding us both in what was growing between us.

“It’s not just me, Dimitri,” I said softly. “It’s you too. It’s us.”

His gaze lingered on me, tracing the space we’d almost lost, the pieces we were still trying to gather. And slowly—so slowly—he nodded. His shoulders eased the slightest bit, something in him beginning to let go.

Another flutter rippled under his hand. I felt it, saw it—the way it touched him. His breath stilled, and in that suspended silence, something changed. The edges of his guardedness softened. He looked at me again, and this time, it wasn’t tense or uncertain. It was real.

His hand lingered over my stomach, tracing warmth and something deeper beneath it. Then, his voice—trembling just slightly—broke the quiet. “How long have you felt this?”

I blinked, caught off guard. I hadn’t expected the question, but the need behind it was unmistakable. Something in me softened, matching the gravity in his eyes. I let my hand settle over his again.

“Since yesterday,” I said, drawing a breath. “Right before arriving at Safe Haven.”

I watched the shift in him—the spark of tension, the way his shoulders tightened. Yesterday. Before everything fell apart. While he was drowning in anger and betrayal, I had already known this—had already felt our child stirring beneath my skin.

And I hadn’t told him.

The realization hit him hard. I saw it. Felt it. The unspoken question rose in him like a storm he didn’t want to unleash: Rhys was there. Did he know before I did? Did he feel this before me?

His jaw tensed, the thought coiling around his ribs, ready to sink its teeth in.

Before he could speak it—before he could give that hurt a voice—I shook my head.

“No.” My fingers tightened over his, firm and soft at once. “Rhys hasn’t felt it. He doesn’t know.”

His breath caught—surprised not just by the words, but by the certainty in them. The truth.

I held his gaze. Didn’t look away. “I waited.” My voice cracked, but I didn’t let it break. “Not because I had to. Because I wanted to. I wanted you to be the first.”

And I meant it. It wasn’t an apology. It wasn’t a plea. It was a choice. Mine.

Long before Kincaid walked through those doors. Long before I unraveled and Dimitri turned to stone. I had already chosen him. He was always supposed to be the first.

I guided his hand more firmly over the swell of my belly. There. Another kick—bold, certain, ours.

His breath stuttered, and before doubt could twist this into something it wasn’t, I tightened my grip over his hand.

“Dimitri,” I whispered, letting every truth I’d been holding rise to the surface. “This child is yours. Not Rhys’s. He never felt this. He never got this moment.”

My voice trembled, but the words didn’t. “I saved it for you. No one else. Just you.”

His breath hitched—sharp, unguarded—as my words settled between us. Not an argument. Not a reassurance he had to talk himself into. Just truth. Mine. Ours.

His fingers curled, barely, like he was afraid to grip too tightly and break the moment... or afraid to let go and lose it. A tremor ran through his hand, through the muscles in his forearm, through the breath he tried—and failed—to steady.

He wasn’t a man who shook. But he was shaking now.

Slowly, almost reverently, his thumb brushed across my skin. A single stroke. Soft. Disbelieving. Claiming. His forehead dipped—not touching me, but close enough that I felt the warmth of him, the gravity of him, the way he was coming apart in silence.

Another kick pressed against his palm. His breath broke.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just a quiet, fractured exhale that said everything he couldn’t.

I felt it—his fear, his relief, his love, his doubt—all of it colliding in the space between us. And then, finally, he lifted his gaze to mine.

No armor. No distance. Just Dimitri.

The man I loved. The man I chose. The man I saved this moment for.

His breath hitched again. He didn’t speak, not right away. But I felt him letting the words sink in, letting them settle somewhere deeper.

Still, even as warmth pulsed between us, even as our child pushed against his hand like a tether, the past didn’t disappear. The cracks were still there. I could feel them pressing at the edges of this moment, waiting.

“We’re not okay, Mackenzie.” His voice was low and rough, each word scraping against something tender inside me. “Far from it.”

I nodded, throat tightening. My fingers curled tighter around his.

His hand trembled against my stomach—just faintly. Then his thumb brushed slowly across my skin like he couldn’t help it. Maybe he needed to feel something solid, something living.

“We have work to do,” he said. “A lot of it.”

The silence that followed stretched long and dense, thick with everything we hadn’t said, everything we couldn’t yet.

“But I’m here right now,” he added. Softer, but no less certain. “And you can’t shut me out again.”

I blinked hard, my heart thudding against the cage of my ribs. Guilt flickered, fear twisted—but hope sparked, too. “I mean it,” he said, voice holding me in place.

I breathed out, shaky but sure. “I don’t want to shut you out.”

And something in him shifted. Just a little. But it was enough.

His fingers flexed lightly against my skin, his breath slower now, if not quite calm. I felt the weight of his presence, of everything still unhealed—but also of everything not lost.

We weren’t okay. We weren’t fixed.

But he hadn’t walked away.

And tonight, that was enough.
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Chapter 2 – Dimitri
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It wasn’t forgiveness. Not yet.

But her hand on mine—warm, trembling, grounding—was the only thing keeping me from fracturing entirely.

I felt the kick. Not just physically, but somewhere deeper. Like a door cracking open in a room, I’d tried too hard to seal shut.

She’d said I was the first. That she’d waited for me.

And I wanted to believe it. I wanted to hold that truth and let it scrape out the doubt Rhys had left in his wake, the shadows Kincaid had dragged through her—our—life.

But I wasn’t built to trust what wasn’t spoken until it broke me.

Still, I didn’t pull away.

Her voice—raw, cracking beneath the weight of regret—had buried itself under my ribs. “These kicks remind me who I belong to—you.”

And damn it, I wanted to believe that too.

But belief wasn’t a switch. Not when ghosts lived between us. Not when Phoebe's absence still echoed in every lie untold.

My fingers curled slightly over her stomach, tracing the soft resistance of our child—the one proof we hadn’t ruined everything.

She said she loved me. I didn’t doubt that.

I just didn’t know if love was still enough.

“You need to eat.”

I kept my voice even. Steady. She needed something calm to anchor to, but I made sure there was no room for debate.

Mackenzie exhaled hard, giving me that stubborn shake of her head. “I’m fine.”

She wasn’t. Anyone could see it. But I didn’t raise my voice. I didn’t argue. I just watched her—one heartbeat longer than usual—to make sure she knew this wasn’t something I’d back down on.

I turned toward the kitchen. “You’re eating for two,” I reminded her.

No pleading. No lecture. Just the truth laid bare.

She didn’t follow me. Didn’t protest.

Because this wasn’t just about making sure she ate. It was about finding balance in the chaos—about doing the one thing I could control.

Every movement I made was measured—too careful, maybe—but it wasn’t just about the food. It never was. I wasn’t chopping vegetables. I was sorting thoughts. Calming something that thrashed just under the surface.

The soft scrape of the knife against the board grounded me. The pulse of heat rising from the stovetop gave me something to center around. My fingers worked by memory, my brow knit in thought—but not just about the recipe. About everything unspoken between us.

I knew she was watching. Not the way other people watched—curious or tentative—but like she already knew the map of this ritual. Because she did. She was the only one who saw this part of me. The part that reached back toward my roots when the world slipped sideways. The part that spoke in olive oil and garlic, not in words.

No one else would understand. No one else had ever asked.

But she didn’t have to.

So, I kept going. Thyme folded into the pan with the onions. The kitchen was filled with warmth and salt and something deeper than flavor. I didn’t have to look up to know she was still there, still letting me have this.

Cooking had always been instinct—second nature, like muscle memory stitched to my identity just as tightly as my job at Safe Haven. But tonight, it was also a lifeline. A way to ground myself when too much felt unsteady.

I could feel her presence behind me. Quiet. Still. Letting me move. Letting me find some sort of rhythm again.

I wouldn’t say it—not out loud—but every stir, every precise step was for her. For them.

This was the only way I knew how to show it. Love.

The scent of thyme and lemon bloomed in the pan, curling through the air like a tether—anchoring me, softening the edges of everything sharp and unsaid.

She was quiet behind me. Not distant—present. I didn’t need to look to know her eyes were on me. I could feel the weight of them, not heavy, not intrusive. Just... there. Like always.

Each movement I made was deliberate. The way I held the knife, the rhythm I found in the prep—precise but natural like I’d rehearsed this moment a hundred times in silence. This was where I felt most like myself. Not as Eros, the man I had to be at Safe Haven, but Dimitri, the one I rarely let out into the light.

She was the only one who had ever truly seen him.

I didn’t speak. Didn’t break the quiet with unnecessary words. I didn’t need to. This—this—was my language. My truth wasn’t spoken. It simmered, reduced, and thickened into something richer than words.

The kitchen had become our sanctuary. A space not governed by the relentless demands of the outside world. Time didn’t push here. It paused. Let us breathe.

And I knew—without a glance, without a word—that she understood what I was giving her. That this wasn’t just food.

It was everything I couldn’t say.

Love, to me, never came easy. But it found its way into the folds of a dish, the seasoning of a sauce, the care in the heat I adjusted without thinking. And I knew she’d taste it. Every bit of it.

The world could demand we be something else tomorrow. But tonight? Tonight, I cooked. For her. For us. And that was enough.

I placed the plate in front of her—no flourish, no spoken word. Just placed it there with the care I couldn’t put into a sentence.

And I stayed.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
r_—

= i Book 5 A Safe Haven
BDSM/Erotic Novel

(A

| Bound
1o Protect {

—

/ She doesn’t break.
They don’t bend.
) t For her, even control has limits.

/ .
;

/B

Stephanie Doering





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





