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        To my husband, my Sir- You have been my rock throughout this entire series. When I was lost, You helped me find my way. i look forward to living our happily ever after.

      

      

      

      
        
        To the men, women, and children affected by the horrible act of human trafficking. Know that you are not forgotten. We will continue the fight to end trafficking and to bring each and every one of you home.
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      XAVIER

      My plan is genius. Hide in plain sight. New York City is the perfect place to do just that. Here, I’m just another nameless face in a sea of millions. People go about their daily lives without so much as sparing me a second glance. It’s taken a shit ton of patience, but my plans are finally coming together.

      I pull open the glass door of the historic building and nod at the security guard.

      “How are you this morning, Xavier?” the man asks.

      “I’m livin’ the dream.” I smile and head for the staff elevator.

      As the basement door chimes, I step inside and head towards the stockroom to gather my supplies. I adjust my olive-green cap, giving it a snug fit, and then push the maintenance cart down the concrete hallway. The cart's wobbly wheels squeak with every step I take. After loading my cart onto the elevator, I ride to the tenth floor, where construction work is in full swing for a new business set to open its doors in January. Everyone’s been tight-lipped about the specifics of the project. While the project's details have been kept under wraps, being part of the maintenance crew has perks. People tend to let their guard down around us, thinking they're speaking in private, but we're always listening. Word on the street is that Alexander Montgomery is spearheading the opening of a women's shelter. He’s always trying to play the hero.

      The doors open, and I step out. “Good morning.” I nod to Steve, the foreman, who’s standing just outside the elevator.

      “About time you got here, X,” he jokes. “Do you mind helping my guys get this stuff out to the dumpster?” He points to a pile of drywall pieces.

      "Consider it done," I say as I move my cart out of the way and head over to the clean-up crew. Without hesitation, I gather garbage and pile it into boxes to load into the elevator. As we work, we chat about the Giant's game from last week. In this environment, I feel like just one of the guys, and there are no doubts about my place here.

      What’s better is that no one is aware of my true intentions. And they won’t know.

      Until I’m ready to strike.
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      NATALIE

      Our wedding was like a dream come true, a real-life fairy tale. Although it wasn't exactly what we’d originally envisioned, sometimes even the most carefully crafted plans can be improved with a little bit of change. I don’t know how Alex planned a collaring ceremony and a surprise wedding a few weeks later. I’m married to the most wonderful man in the world.

      After the wedding, we skipped a traditional honeymoon. Instead, Alex and I chose to spend our first few days as newlyweds nestled away in our cozy lake cottage. Now that we're back in the city, our lives have been a non-stop flurry of activity.

      “Keep your eyes closed. No peeking,” Alex says as he leads me to what used to be one of our guest rooms. Recently, he converted it into a shared office space. He forbade me from peeking while the room was under construction. The crew finished earlier today, and I’m finally getting the big reveal. Alex holds my hand, leading me into the room. “You can open your eyes now.”

      The walls have been painted a lovely shade of soft purple, my absolute favorite color. A set of stunning ebony-stained bookshelves is neatly arranged along the back wall. The real showstopper is the custom-made black two-person desk positioned in front of floor-to-ceiling windows that offer breathtaking water views. As I look closer, I notice that Alex's side of the desk features a framed photo of us on our wedding day alongside an ultrasound picture of our baby. "I love everything about this."

      “And I’m going to love working side-by-side with my wife.” He wraps his arms around me from behind, splaying his hands on my tummy.

      Aside from overseeing the work in our home office, Alex’s other focus has been on phasing himself out of the day-to-day operations at Montgomery Advertising. That process has been going smoothly. His personal clients have all agreed to stay on with Brandon at the helm. One more week, and the transition will be complete. After that, Alex can focus solely on our Jelena’s Hope NYC project.

      Getting that off the ground started chaotically, but it's much smoother now that the permits have finally come through. The construction crew is in place and has begun the first stages of demolition. Earlier today, the architect sent over the digital design for the offices and residences. Signing off on the rendering is the last step before the actual construction begins.

      Alex peppers my neck with kisses. “Ready to look at the design?”

      “Mmm.” I tilt my head, giving him more access, and rub against the erection poking my back. “I’d rather we explore this.”

      “That’s very tempting, Mrs. Montgomery, but I told the architect we’d get back to her by this afternoon.” He releases me and pulls my chair out. “Let’s get to work.”

      I push out my bottom lip in a pout and lower myself into my black and purple desk chair. Sex with Alex has always been good, but being pregnant has made me insatiable, craving his touch at all hours and leaving me breathless with need every time he’s near. The last thing I want to do right now is look at a computer screen. Alex’s playful blue eyes glance my way, and he smiles. Then, he gets comfortable in his black chair and fires up the laptop.

      With a click, he opens the file, bringing to life a three-dimensional mock-up of the new facility. I lean forward in my seat as Alex begins our virtual tour of the building. I’m enthralled by the images on the screen. The program offers a true-to-life view of the proposed design.

      “What’s this?” I point to a cluster of rooms.

      “It’s our education center.” Alex clicks the area, and the program zooms in on one of the classrooms. “The children in our care will need to be enrolled in school. Traditional schools don’t have the support system they need. Having an in-house school allows us to meet both the therapeutic and educational needs within the safety of our walls.” He moves into another room. “There are additional classrooms for adults who wish to complete their education while they’re with us.”

      I didn’t stop to consider that we’ll recover children, and they’ll need schooling in addition to mental health treatment. Thankfully, Alex was looking at the bigger picture. “You’ve thought of everything.”

      “I’d love to take the credit, but it wasn’t my idea. It’s part of the startup plans Max sent us.”

      The next stop on our virtual tour is the medical, therapy, and job training rooms. Each will be fitted with ultramodern equipment to provide the best care possible to our residents. After we finish the business area, we move up a floor to the residences.

      “There will be mental health and medical professionals available around the clock for the residents,” Alex explains as we get our first view of the units.

      Our facility will consist of three floors with a total of eighteen apartments designed to provide separate living spaces for men, women, and children. The twelve adult apartments will house three individuals per unit and boast identical layouts with a shared kitchen and living area. The designer has carefully selected calming shades of blue and green for the walls. Each resident will have a private bedroom and bathroom with a clean, minimalist aesthetic, furnished with a full-size bed, dresser, desk, and comfortable chair.

      The remaining six units are specially designed to cater to the unique needs of children. Each apartment will house four children and a set of vetted and trained house parents who specialize in working with trafficked children. These units have an open floor plan to allow the house parents to keep a watchful eye on the children at all times. In addition to the kitchen and living room, the children's units have fully stocked playrooms filled with games and toys to keep them entertained. Like the adults, each child will have a private bedroom and bathroom to provide a safe and nurturing environment for them to heal and recover.

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect. Part of me feared the apartments would be sterile and institutional-looking, but they aren’t. They’re comfortable and homey.”

      “We’re good to sign off on these?” Alex asks.

      “We are.”

      “I found a few houses outside of Manhattan that our realtor is in the process of closing on.” Alex opens a web browser to show me the listings. “Since Dad and Maxim are funding these properties, I sent them the links the other day to get their approval.”

      I’m amazed at the vast amount of progress Alex has made on this project in such a short time. When he sets his mind to something, there’s no stopping him. Alex’s excitement is contagious as he shows me pictures of the listings. Each house is located in flourishing neighborhoods on tree-lined streets, an idyllic setting for someone transitioning back into society.

      My heart aches as I look at the pictures, knowing there are people out there right now suffering. They don’t know their rescues are being planned and that they’ll be safe very soon. Tears trail down my cheeks.

      “What’s wrong, baby girl?” Alex turns me to face him.

      “Knowing we’ll fill up as soon as the doors open.” I swallow over a sob. “That the need is so great. The reality is hard to face.”

      “It’s a part of society most people are either unaware of or choose to turn a blind eye to.” Alex wipes my tears. “But for those who’ve experienced it firsthand, it’s something they can never forget—never pretend it doesn’t exist.”

      “When I decided to become a therapist, I was sure my future was in Northmeadow and that my purpose was helping other youth from close-minded families like mine. In my wildest dreams, I wouldn’t have been able to imagine the path my life would take, that I’d meet you. And that I’d be personally affected by trafficking. But now I know everything I experienced was leading me to this moment.”

      Alex gently rubs his knuckles along my cheek. “I hate what happened to us—to you. But I wouldn’t want to do this with anyone else. You and I, Natalie Montgomery, are an unstoppable team.”

      He kisses me, and I bask in my Dominant’s affection. With only a few simple words, he makes me feel like the most treasured woman on the planet. But as cherished as he makes me feel, it doesn’t stop the doubts and questions plaguing me.

      Being a mother has always been part of my plan. Yes, I wanted to get my education and have a career, but in my head, I always saw myself being a stay-at-home mom, like my mom was when we were little. It’s hard to imagine I’d want to do something the same way as my mom, but it’s true. We continue to butt heads, although it’s been much less lately.

      I always admired Mom for her dedication to raising Michael and me. I can’t imagine how she must’ve felt watching my dad go off to work every day, knowing she’d be alone with two young children for long hours while he was at the store. I smile, remembering the antics Michael and I would get up to. We climbed trees and tore our clothes, made mud pies in the dirt, and then brought them into the house to show our mom the delicious snacks we made. Michael and I were a handful, but no matter how messy or loud we were, Mom always remained patient.

      She tried to give us as many experiences as possible within a small town. We spent countless afternoons at the park playing with the other children. We spent time at our neighbor’s farms, helping with their animals. From the time we were little, Mom would have us at her side in the kitchen, helping her cook.

      As we got older, we spent time at the store helping out where we could. And countless art projects. Mom is very artistic and tried desperately to pass that on to Michael and me. She hoped at least one of us would be artistically inclined. Instead of masterpieces, she got finger-painted floors and crayon-colored walls.

      Summertime holds some of my very favorite memories. Michael and I spent hours helping Mom meticulously plant flowers and vegetables for the family garden. As we got older, she gave us a tiny patch of our own to plant. It was hard work keeping our young seedlings weed-free and adequately watered. But when fall came, Michael and I were so proud of the vegetables we’d harvested. I’ve always wanted to pass the love of gardening on to my children one day.

      It wasn’t until Michael and I were both in school that Mom started working part-time at the pharmacy. She’d wake up before dawn each morning to cook breakfast and get us ready for school. After the bus picked us up, she would get a ride into town to work for a few hours. Mom always made sure she was home before we got home from school. She’d be waiting with snacks and ready to hear our endless chatter about everything that happened at school.

      While we did our homework, Mom got dinner started. When Dad came in from work, dinner would be on the table. We sat down and ate as a family every night. After the meal, Michael and I helped with chores while Dad watched the evening news. Then, she’d get us bathed and ready for bed. Each night, Mom read us a bedtime story and then tucked us in. But her night still wasn’t over. She’d head back down to the kitchen to pack our lunches for the next day.

      Looking back, I don’t know how she had the energy to do all that day after day. That’s always been the picture I had of my future life, the kind of mother I imagined myself becoming.

      Opening Jelena’s Hope NYC has changed what my future will look like. I’ll be a mother in a few short months, but I won’t have the luxury of being a full-time stay-at-home mom. I’ve committed to working with the women who’ll no doubt be at our center. I’m finding myself torn in two directions.

      Alex has mentioned possibly hiring a nanny while I work. The thought of letting someone else raise my child is disheartening. I need to share these concerns with Alex, but I’m unsure how to approach the topic. Even though I’m running out of time, I’m not ready to put my thoughts and fears into words yet.

      “Earth to Natalie.” Alex places his hand on mine, snapping me from my thoughts.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I spaced out.” I force a smile.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I am.” I point to the screen. “The houses are very nice.”

      “Mhm.” Alex eyes me suspiciously. “I’ve instructed the real estate agent to put full asking price offers on each one.”

      “Fingers crossed, we'll get them all.”

      “Even if we have to go above the asking price, I’ll make sure we get them.”

      Everything’s set in motion. We’re one step closer to making our dream of Jelena’s Hope-NYC a reality.
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      ALEX

      After sending the last email, I close the laptop and turn to my wife. “Thanksgiving’s next month.”

      “Yes, Sir. I recall that happening every November.” Natalie gives me a cheeky grin.

      She’s feisty today. I like seeing this side of her. “I want to invite your parents for the holiday.”

      “Like they’d ever come here for Thanksgiving.” She raises her eyebrows, possibly questioning my sanity.

      “We have plenty of room for them to stay with us. You and your mom can have Pie Day. Maybe we can even convince them to go to the parade.”

      I know Thanksgiving holds so many special memories for her until the disaster last year. But the holiday is only a few weeks away, and she hasn’t mentioned anything about it. I’m sure she’s trying to avoid the memories, but that won’t help anything. My hope is that if her parents come here, we can start new traditions—make new memories.

      Natalie bites her lip. “I don’t know, Alex.” She stands and walks to the door.

      “I want this.” It’s not a question. Not open for argument, yet she tries anyway.

      “You know my parents won’t come to the city. Especially for a holiday.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      “Don’t be surprised when they say no.” Her shoulders slump in defeat. “I’ll be in the baby’s room if you need me.”

      Although the relationship with her parents has improved since this time last year, there’s still healing to be done. There are things about Charlotte and Stanley that’ll never change. Quirks, we have to accept. But New York City is our home. That’s a fact that’s not going to change. They want to be part of their daughter and soon-to-be granddaughter’s lives. That means they’ll have to compromise and be willing to travel to the city occasionally.

      I give them a call.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Stanley. It’s Alex.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s great. I’m calling because Natalie and I would like you and Charlotte to spend Thanksgiving with us in the city.”

      “I see.”

      “I’d like to fly you both out the week before so we can spend time together before the holiday.”

      “Well, we’ve always had Thanksgiving here,” Stanley says. “Charlotte and I assumed you and Natalie would come to Northmeadow.”

      “I understand that. However, with Natalie this far along in her pregnancy, she can’t be traveling that far.”

      “Hang on. Let me get Charlotte.”

      This isn’t going as planned. I thought Charlotte would be the hard sell. But if I can’t get past Stanley, I’m not sure how well this is going to go.

      “Alex, how are you?” Charlotte asks.

      “I’m doing well. I’m trying to convince your husband to agree to spend the holiday with us here.”

      “Oh, I see,” she says, echoing her husband’s initial response. “This is very unexpected.”

      “We’d like to fly you out the week before the holiday. You can stay with us. Maybe you can help Natalie with the nursery?”

      “I’d love to be able to help Natalie get the baby’s room ready,” Charlotte says.

      Aha, I found the right angle. I can almost hear the smile on Charlotte’s face.

      “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try things a little differently this year.”

      “Excellent. I’ll buy the tickets and email you the information. Natalie’s going to be so excited. Oh. And bring that pretty apron for Pie Day.”

      “Of course,” Charlotte chirps. “We can’t have Thanksgiving without Pie Day.”

      What I didn’t tell them was that I’d already bought the airline tickets. I don’t want to risk them changing their minds, so I email the flight information as soon as we hang up. Then, I shoot a quick text to my father to confirm his and Luna’s flight arrangements. Brandon and I spoke last week. He and Lana will be here. My last call is to Maxim, who assures me they can’t wait to get here. I sit back and take a deep breath. Everyone I invited has said yes. The holiday is going to be perfect.

      Now I get to tell Natalie the good news.
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      NATALIE

      I’m standing in what will eventually be Rose’s nursery if I ever figure out the paint color.

      “Still trying to decide?” Alex asks as he comes into the room and stands next to me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him watching me curiously as I study the paint swatches on the wall.

      “I’ve narrowed it down to these two, but I can’t decide if I like this one,” -I point to one of the samples- “or this one.”

      Alex takes a step closer to the wall. “They look the same to me.”

      The colors are not the same at all. The one on the right is a cool gray with undertones of blue. And the one on the left is a neutral gray.

      “I think this is the one.” I grab the neutral gray and hand it to Alex. “It’ll be perfect with the pink accents we already chose.”

      “Is this your final answer?” He grins as he dangles the paint swatch in his hand.

      Still feeling a bit indecisive, I take a last look between the sample in Alex’s hand and the one taped to the wall. “Yes. I’m certain that’s the one.”

      Alex takes me by the hand. “Let’s get it mixed.”

      One of the perks of living in such a big city is the accessibility of almost anything we could ever want. We have a paint store a few blocks away, and since it’s a beautiful late-October afternoon, we chose to walk. The fall air is crisp and cool. This time of the year was always my favorite in Missouri. The tree-covered mountains turn into a canvas of reds, oranges, and yellows. Part of me longs to be at our lake house, the fallen leaves crunching under our feet, but the other part is at peace, knowing we’re exactly where we’re meant to be.

      A few blocks into our walk, Alex says, “Looks like we’re hosting our first Thanksgiving.”

      “My parents said yes?”

      “They sure did.” Alex smiles proudly.

      “How did you pull that off?”

      “I may have mentioned that your mom could help decorate the nursery. And that she should bring her apron.”

      “You bribed her?” I laugh.

      “It worked.” He shrugs before opening the door, holding it for me to go ahead of him. “Anyway, I can’t wait to see my sexy submissive in nothing but an apron.”

      “So, you had ulterior motives, Sir?”

      “One could call it motivation. Your parents aren’t the only ones coming.”

      “Who else did you invite?”

      Alex goes down the list of everyone who’s said yes.

      “I can’t believe it.” I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him.

      A salesperson clears their voice, interrupting our public display of affection.

      “May I help you?”

      Without missing a beat, Alex hands over the paint swatch. While the paint is being mixed, we shop for the rest of the supplies. I suggested we hire a painter, but Alex insisted on doing the work himself. I love that he wants to be hands-on with everything concerning the baby. After the paint is mixed and Alex is confident he has enough rollers and brushes, we pay for our purchases. Then, with bags in hand, we walk back to our apartment.
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      Alex has been painting for the past few hours. I wanted to help, too, but even though we bought no-VOC paint, his answer was still a firm no. I’ve been on the phone with Lana for quite a while discussing plans for the holiday, but now it’s time to get some video of Alex painting.

      I tiptoe down the hall, hoping to sneak up on him and get some candid shots. I plan to document every moment of our getting ready for our little girl. Even with the door closed, I can hear his music. I hope it provides enough cover so he doesn’t hear me as I slowly turn the handle and push the door open just a crack.

      Peeking around with the camera, I hit record. It takes all my self-control not to drool when I lay eyes on a shirtless Alex wearing my favorite pair of jeans that fit in all the right places. His muscles flex as he rolls the paint onto the walls.

      “I know you’re there.” Alex stops painting and turns around. “Are you recording me?”

      “I am. One day, I want to be able to show our daughter these videos so she knows how loved she was, even before she was born.”

      Alex sets the roller down on the tray. “Is that so?” His eyes are now laser-focused on me as he stalks across the room.

      “It is.” I bite my bottom lip. “I want her to see how much her mommy and daddy love each other and how excited we are about her.”

      Alex flashes me a sexy grin right before he grabs the camera from my hand. He holds it up to film us as he leans in and kisses me before looking directly into the camera.

      “Rose, your mama is my world.” He kisses me again. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.” Another kiss. “I’m sure you already know, but she’s also going to be the best mommy in the world. We’re both lucky to have her.”

      Then, he turns off the camera and slides my phone into his pocket before wrapping his arms around me and pulling me against him. His hand finds its way through my hair, and he tugs it, making me look up at him.

      “I want you naked and waiting for me in our bedroom. I’ll be in as soon as I clean up.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Alex releases me and strides back across the room to complete his task. My feet stay rooted while I watch my sexy Dominant bend over and pick up the paint tray.

      “Now, baby girl.”

      His command is all the encouragement my feet need to start moving. I quickly leave the nursery and head down the hall to our bedroom. My entire body tingles with anticipation, eagerly awaiting whatever surprises Alex has in store for me.
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      ALEX

      I’m finishing up the last of the painting when Natalie tries to sneak up on me. I’m crazy attracted to her on a typical day. But seeing her growing my child, my sexual attraction to her is off the charts. I can’t keep my hands or dick to myself. She doesn’t seem to mind either. Being pregnant has only increased her already healthy sex drive. After closing the paint can, I head to the guest room for a quick shower, knowing the extended delay will only heighten my sub’s anticipation.

      After I’ve showered, I wrap a towel around my waist and stop in the kitchen to grab a glass of ice before heading to our bedroom. When I open the door, I find Natalie gloriously naked and on her knees waiting for me. My body responds immediately, the outline of my erection prominent from under the towel. I put the glass on the dresser and go to Natalie.

      “Stand up.” I offer her my hand to help her off the floor.

      “That’s not as easy as it was a few weeks ago,” she says with a slight shake of her head.

      “Come sit down.” I lead her to the bed and have her sit back against the pillows. “Give me your leg.”

      She places her foot on my lap, and I massage one leg first, then the other.

      “Mm…” she groans. “That feels so good.”

      “No more kneeling while you’re pregnant.” I finish her mini massage. “Are your legs okay?”

      “Yes, Sir. They’re much better now.”

      “Good. Now get on your hands and knees.” I arrange a pillow under her stomach to give her support.

      She looks over her shoulder and wiggles her ass flirtatiously, earning her a playful slap before I make my way into our closet.

      When I return, I set one of my surprises in the glass of ice before stopping to admire how beautiful Natalie looks with her legs spread, baring herself to me. Her breasts are full and begging to be sucked. My erection throbs between my legs as I remove my towel with one hand and let it fall to the floor. In my other hand is her favorite flogger.

      Coming up behind her, I knead the globes of her ass, preparing her for what’s to come. Natalie moans softly. With a flick of my wrist, the leather tails land gently across her skin. This isn’t an impact scene. My plan is to experiment with different sensations. The next hit lands between her legs, and she gasps. I run my finger through her slit before sliding it inside. She rocks against my hand.

      “My greedy little sub.”

      “I am, Sir.”

      “What’s your color?” Checking in has become more important as her pregnancy progresses. Her body reacts differently now than it did even just a week or two ago, and she tires quickly in some positions.

      “Green, Sir.”

      I continue alternating between light strikes with the flogger and teasing her clit. The next gentle lick of the leather tails is followed by dragging my finger through her wetness. Then, I circle her tight entrance before sliding it in. She drops her head as I pump my finger in and out, gently stretching her.

      “That feels so good.”

      I remove my finger, eliciting a groan from her.

      “We’re nowhere near done yet, baby girl.” I set the flogger down on the dresser before grabbing the glass butt plug from the ice and the lube. I apply a generous amount to the cold toy before teasing her, sliding the tip in and out.

      “How does it feel?”

      “Mmm. So good.”

      “Touch yourself,” I order. “I want you to make yourself come for me.”

      She slides one hand between her legs, circling her clit while I tease her ass with the plug. The closer she gets to orgasm, the less her body resists. Her pleasure is growing more and more.

      “Come for me, now.”

      I push the plug in all the way as her orgasm washes over her. She drops her head, breathing heavily, but we’re far from done. I help Natalie off her knees and onto her back, propping her on pillows so she’s not lying flat. Then, I drop to my knees and position her legs over my shoulders. Her pussy is glistening with her arousal. It’s an erotic sight. I lean in and lick from one end to the other. “You taste exquisite.”

      Natalie’s eyes flutter open as she watches me drop my head between her legs. My tongue teases her, nipping and sucking her clit before adding my fingers, pumping them in and out. Natalie moans in response, pushing herself against me, seeking more friction.

      “Patience, baby girl.” I grab her hips, stilling her.

      She drops her head. “Please, Sir. I want you.” I love hearing her beg for me.

      Without wasting time, I return to my ministrations. This time fucking her with my tongue while my hand pumps the plug in and out of her ass. It takes only seconds before she’s screaming my name. But my mouth doesn’t stop. I intend to take everything she has to offer. Once her orgasm subsides, I stand and fist my cock. Pre-cum drips from the tip. With hooded eyes, she watches my every movement as I line myself up with her opening and enter her slowly, allowing her to adjust to the overwhelming sensations I know she’s experiencing by having both holes filled. Once I’m fully sheathed, I stop, savoring how tight she feels wrapped around me. I slide my hand up her body, stopping at her breast. I alternate between palming her soft flesh and rolling her erect nipples. Then I start moving, slow and steady.

      “You feel so good.” Her voice is breathless. “I need more.”

      “You need more?” I tease.

      “Yes, Sir.” She moans. “Harder, please.”

      That request, I can oblige. My hands hold her hips as I pick up the speed and strength of my thrusts.

      “Is this what you want?”

      “Mmm…”

      Natalie's moans grow louder, her breaths quicken as she approaches another climax. I am poised to join her, eager for the plunge into bliss. Her cries of pleasure fill the room as her body shudders with the force of her orgasm. I’m also overwhelmed with sensation as my release pulses through my body, and I fill her. Though Natalie is starting to tire, my selfish desire pushes me to continue, alternating between gently pumping in and out and circling my hips, each motion grazing her overly sensitive clitoris.

      “Oh my God, don’t stop.”

      I continue teasing her until I feel myself getting close. As I approach my climax, I speed up my thrusts. Right as I let go, I pull the plug from her ass. The sensation causes her to orgasm again, and her body shudders beneath mine. Sweat drips from her forehead. She’s spent.

      “That was mind-blowing, Sir.”

      “You’re incredible, baby girl.” I move from between her legs and immediately miss our intimate connection. “Wait here.”

      I go into the bathroom and wet a washcloth with warm water before returning to my sub. Parting her legs, I clean her before tossing the cloth onto the bedside table. Then, I pull the comforter back and help Natalie to the top of the bed, where I climb next to her. She lays her head on my chest, her arm thrown over my abdomen. My fingers draw lazy circles on her back. At this moment, words aren’t needed. Instead, we bask in the connection we share.

      I wait until Natalie’s body relaxes, and she’s snoring softly. Then, I carefully slide my arm from under her and get out of bed. I throw on clean clothes and go to the kitchen to cook dinner. Natalie’s going to be hungry when she wakes.
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      NATALIE

      “I don’t know how you have the patience for this,” I say to Viktor, who’s driving, or, should I say, sitting at a standstill in traffic.

      “If we took the subway, we’d be there already.” Viktor shoots Alex a frustrated glance in the rearview. But Alex doesn’t seem to notice. He has his head down, engrossed with something on his phone.

      “I already told you, no subway,” Alex says without looking up. “We have plenty of time to get there.”

      Alex and Viktor have been engaged in a battle of wills, which has had Alex on a knife’s edge all morning. We have to be at Jelena’s Hope NYC for a walk-through. Viktor wanted us to take the subway, but Alex has been struggling with being in confined spaces since our ordeal in Mexico. So, he insisted that we drive even though it would take twice the time. The tension between the two men is unsettling. I place my hand on Alex’s leg, trying to calm him. He puts his hand over mine and gives it a reassuring squeeze.

      We slowly crawl through the streets while the city’s iconic yellow taxis weave in and out of traffic. Each time they zoom by, I cringe at their proximity. I would’ve much preferred taking the subway, too, but Alex has the last word. Finally, after over an hour, Viktor pulls up outside the Jelena’s Hope-NYC building.

      “I’ll drop you off and meet you upstairs after I park the car.”

      “Thanks,” Alex says curtly as he steps out.

      He offers me his hand, helping me to my feet. Standing up grows more difficult as my stomach grows rounder with each passing day. Once in the building, we stop at the security desk to check in.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Montgomery,” the guard greets us.

      “How’s everything today, Leon?” Alex asks. “How’s your wife feeling?”

      Alex never ceases to amaze me with how he makes a personal connection with everyone he comes in contact with. He has a heart of gold.

      “Not well. Her body’s no longer responding to the treatments,” Leon says, his shoulders sagging in defeat. “The doctors are scrambling to come up with another plan.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Montgomery.” He looks behind us. “No Viktor today?”

      “He’s parking the car. He’ll be along shortly. We’re going upstairs to check in on the progress.”

      “I’ll make a note of that.” Leon turns to his computer screen and begins typing.

      Alex and I walk hand-in-hand to the elevator, where he presses his finger against a pad on the wall. He wasn’t kidding when he told me this building has state-of-the-art security. Alex explains that if someone who isn’t programmed into the system enters through the underground parking, the elevator will only take them to the ground floor. “It ensures no one can access any of the upper floors without going through security first. We’ll program your fingerprint while we’re here.”

      “What about the steps?”

      “They’re equipped with the same technology.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      The elevator ride is fast and smooth as it brings us to our floor. The last time I was here, the demo had just finished, and the place was a blank slate. I’m anxious to see what progress has been made.

      Steve, the construction foreman, is waiting for us when we step out. “Good to see you, Mr. Montgomery.” The men shake hands. Then he quickly glances my way. “You as well, Mrs. Montgomery.”

      “It looks so different in here from last time.”

      “We’ve been busy,” Steve says. “Are you ready for the tour?”

      We follow Steve to a sectioned-off area to our right. This will eventually be the reception area. Alex and Steve don’t waste a second discussing technical things I don’t care to understand.

      Touching Alex’s arm, I say, “I’m going to look at the design samples.” I motion toward a table.

      “I’ll be over in a minute,” he assures me, and then returns to his conversation.

      We’ve already signed off on the paint. This time, the designer has left several options for the hardwood floors. There’s also a tablet with digital photos of the furniture that’ll be used in the reception area. Although it’s commercial-grade, the couches and chairs look plush and inviting. Several fabric swatches are laid out for us to choose from. At first glance, the light gray fabric stands out. It seems to meld with the peaceful aesthetic we’re looking to achieve.

      “What do you think?” Alex asks, coming up behind me.

      “I love the choices. But something’s missing.” I look around the room. Alex and Steve stand silently, watching me. “The colors are soothing, and I’m sure once the furniture gets here, it’ll help, but it feels sterile. When the survivors step in here for the first time, they’ll likely be in fight-or-flight mode. This area is going to be their first impression of Jelena’s Hope-NYC. It needs to feel safe and comfortable—they need to see life. What would you think about adding some plants and maybe a large aquarium?”

      Alex looks around as if he’s trying to envision what I’ve described. “I think that’s an excellent idea. Steve, will you contact the architect and put that into action?”

      “Yes, sir,” he says, although he looks unsure. “How about we continue the tour?”

      Alex places his hand on the small of my back as we follow Steve to the offices. While we walk down the spacious hallway, Steve says, “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” Steve checks in a few rooms but doesn’t seem to find whoever he’s looking for. “I was hoping to introduce you to X-man?”

      “Excuse me?” Alex asks.

      “That’s the nickname we’ve given the guy. He’s one of the building’s maintenance men who’s been helping out.” Steve checks in another room. “He was just here. I guess he went on break. The guy’s a hard worker. I’m thinking about offering him a permanent position on my crew.”

      “If you think he’s a good fit, I’ll trust your judgment. I’m sure we’ll catch him next time.”

      After the tour of the business section, we come to the private elevators that service only the floors belonging to Jelena’s Hope-NYC.

      “Hey, Steve,” one of the men calls. “There’s a phone call for you.”

      “I’ve been waiting to hear from one of the product suppliers. Do you mind continuing the tour on your own?”

      “We’ll be fine,” Alex assures him as we step into the elevator for the quick ride up to the next floor.

      Stepping out into the first of our residential units, no one would ever suspect this was anything more than a high-end apartment building. The hallway has dark floors, but with the bright lighting, it balances well. I’m not sure if it’s authentic hardwood or a laminate. Either way, it’s beautiful. What steals the show are the hand-painted murals on the walls. We’re walking through a jungle with lifelike trees and animals. It’s magical.

      “Obviously, this is the children’s floor,” Alex says as he opens the door to the first apartment.

      As we step into the open expanse, sunlight pours in through floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating the entire space. To one side, a cozy living room greets us with plush couches and chairs. They’re arranged to face a generously sized flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Nearby shelves overflow with books and games. Brightly colored bean bag chairs complete the inviting atmosphere.

      On the opposite side of the room, a modern kitchen and dining area beckon with gleaming white cabinets and sparkling marble countertops. Top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances add a touch of luxury that the house parents will appreciate. An expansive island with several chairs separates the eating area from the rest of the room, creating the perfect spot for a quick snack. A large dining table sits before the windows, comfortably accommodating at least seven guests for more formal meals.

      “This is exactly how I pictured it.” I squeeze Alex’s hand in excitement. “It feels like a home.”

      We continue down the hallway until we reach the first door. Alex opens it to reveal one of the children's bedrooms. At first glance, the space appears somewhat generic, eliciting feelings of disappointment. However, I remind myself that the minimal design is intentional. These rooms are designed to provide a haven—a peaceful and unstimulating environment. As the children settle in and become more comfortable, they’ll have the opportunity to personalize and decorate the space to their liking.

      Two windows fill the room with natural light, but heavy curtains can be drawn to darken the room when needed. Across from the windows sits a cozy twin bed, complete with a fluffy white comforter and an abundance of soft pillows. Much like the play area, the bedroom features a bean bag chair and a small shelf that will eventually be filled with books and toys.

      The last wall has two doors.

      “Which one should we look behind first?”

      “You pick.”

      I chose the door on the left, which opens to a bathroom complete with a tub and a walk-in shower. The last door leads to a walk-in closet just waiting to be filled with clothes.

      “When the kids arrive, they’ll have nothing. So how do we know what clothes to buy? What sizes we will need?” I ask Alex.

      “Honestly, I have no idea.” He pulls his cell from his pocket. “Let’s call Max and Irina for some guidance.”

      “Pardon me for eavesdropping,” a dark-haired woman says as she walks into the room. “I can answer that for you.”

      “Imani, it’s so good to finally meet you.” We’ve had many online conferences with our designer, but this is the first time we’re getting to meet in person.

      I offer Imani my hand, but she surprises me by pulling me in for a hug instead.

      “It’s great to meet you, too,” she says, shaking Alex’s hand. “In answer to your question, Irina and I have spoken at length. She’s instructed me to buy wardrobe staples—pants, shirts, pajamas, everything a child needs in nearly every size. I’ve done the same for the adults as well. Each floor has a general closet room to pull from. Once the child or adult is settled, we can get their exact size, and if they’d like, they can help choose their clothes,” she explains. “Irina stressed the importance of providing each person freedom with as many choices as possible.”

      “Given that so much of their freedom has been stolen, that makes perfect sense and answers my question.” I smile.

      “What do you think about the apartment?” she asks.

      “You’ve done a wonderful job.

      “Have you been in the parents’ suite yet?”

      “Not yet,” Alex answers.

      As we walk down the hall, Imani explains that the other three children’s rooms are identical to the one we were just in. At the end of the hall, we come to a set of double doors. “This is the parents’ suite. I’ve tried very hard to make it a luxurious sanctuary.”

      I’m speechless as I look around the room that’s set up like a loft apartment.

      “I’ve spoken to each of the couples to get their input on the design,” she explains.

      “Imani, this is exquisite.” Alex compliments her work.

      A kitchenette and a cozy sitting area with a fireplace are on our left. Opposite that area is a sleeping area with a king-size bed. Like the kids’ rooms, there’s a spacious walk-in closet and a large bathroom. The walls in this room are cerulean blue, and the floor is covered in a cream-colored carpet.

      “This particular couple requested a coastal design,” Imani explains. “The linens and décor will arrive later this week.”

      “I love it.” I walk toward the window and look out at the view of Central Park. “This job will be demanding. The couples will need this sanctuary to escape to at the end of the day.”

      “Then I’ve accomplished my goal.” She smiles proudly.

      “You’ve done an excellent job,” Alex adds.

      “Thank you, Mr. Montgomery. Shall we go up to the adult floors?”

      The three of us do a walkthrough of an apartment on each floor and find them in good order. Imani took our initial vision and ran with it. She far exceeded our expectations.

      “Thank you for the tour.”

      “Don’t hesitate to contact us if you need anything,” Alex says.
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      XAVIER

      I’m going about my daily routine when Steve approaches me.

      “Xavier, do you have a minute?”

      “Sure thing.” I wipe the sweat from my forehead. “What’s up?”

      “You’ve proven to be a valuable asset to my crew. I want to talk to Mr. Montgomery about hiring you to help complete this project.”

      “Oh?” I’m pleasantly surprised at this turn of events.

      “It would be a pay raise and the chance to join us permanently if you’re interested.”

      “Can I let you know in a few days?”

      “That’ll be fine. Mr. Montgomery will be here any minute, and I want to introduce you to him.”

      Shit. That can’t happen. “No problem. I’ll be here.”

      I go back to work and wait until Steve is out of sight. Then, I slip into the stairwell and hurry to the basement. There’s no way I can be around while Montgomery’s here. I’ve worked too hard for my plans to be ruined. My plan is complicated, especially with the buildings’ tight security. But if you watch and listen, the weak spots always show themselves.

      In this building, the weak spot is Leon, the head of security. He has a wife with a terminal illness. The doctors have tried everything to get her out of pain, but it hasn’t worked. Leon’s desperate to see her pain-free, and I happen to have what he needs. It didn’t take too much persuading. In exchange
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