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For Missouri —
Mo Solas,
Thank you for the quiet parts.

For the patience after the ache.
For the warmth after the fire.
For the way you gather me
instead of leaving me there.
For reminding me that surrender
was never meant to feel lonely.
For holding me
with as much intention
as you ever claimed me.
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All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

This work is intended for mature audiences (18+) only. It contains explicit sexual content, including consensual BDSM dynamics between adults. All characters depicted are eighteen years of age or older.

The relationships portrayed are consensual and negotiated. This book does not depict non-consensual behavior as acceptable or safe. Any power exchange described is fictional and based on mutual agreement between characters.

Reader discretion is advised.

Copyright © 2026 Rosa Michels
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After the claiming comes the quiet.

Not the kind that empties a room, but the kind that changes it. The kind that settles over skin still warm from surrender and turns something feral into something steady. Something tended. Something safe enough to keep.

Amanda thought being his meant the intensity. The commands. The taking. The moment her body gave him everything he asked for and then some.

But being his isn’t only measured by what he can draw out of her. It’s measured by what he does with her afterward. How carefully he gathers her back into herself. How gently he proves that surrender was never meant to leave her stranded.

Because possession without tenderness is hunger. And what he offers her is something far more dangerous.

Care. Devotion. The quiet kind of love that knows exactly how to hold what it’s already claimed.
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He doesn’t move right away.

That’s the first thing I notice.

Not because I’m afraid he will. Not because I need distance. But because the stillness after something like that feels almost as powerful as the thing itself.

His hand is still spread over my stomach. Warm. Heavy. Certain. My body is loose in a way that should feel vulnerable, but somehow doesn’t. I’m sprawled across the bed, breath still uneven, skin oversensitive, every muscle aware of what he just took from me and what I gave him in return.

And yet the thing that settles deepest isn’t the ache. It’s the fact that he stays.

His mouth brushes the back of my shoulder, no teeth now, no possession sharpened into bite. Just heat. Just the faintest press of lips against skin already marked.

“There you are,” he murmurs.

The words undo me a little. Not because they’re dramatic. Because they aren’t. Because he says them like he’s been waiting for me to come back to him.

I let out a breath that sounds suspiciously like a shaky laugh. “I’m pretty sure you were the reason I left.”

That earns me the low rumble of his chuckle against my skin. “Mm. True.”

His hand slides up, slowly, from my stomach to the center of my chest. Not caging. Grounding. His palm settles there, broad and steady, as if he’s counting the rhythm of my breathing beneath it.

“You with me, muffin?”

I nod first, then realize he’ll want the words. “Yes, Daddy.”

“Fully?”

I think about it. That’s one of the things about him—he makes room for truth even when the truth would be easier to skip over.

“Almost.”

He hums, approving the honesty instead of the answer. “Good girl.”

The praise is soft this time. No edge to it. No command wrapped inside. It lands differently because of that—deeper somehow, less like approval earned in a moment and more like something he knows about me.

He shifts then, not away, but enough to gather me closer. His chest comes to my back, one arm banding securely around my waist, the other sliding beneath my cheek to coax my head onto the pillow more comfortably.

The repositioning is so matter-of-fact it nearly wrecks me. No ceremony. No performance. Just care delivered with the same confidence as everything else he does.

The room has gone quiet except for the sound of our breathing, mine gradually slowing, his already steady.

For a while, neither of us says anything. He strokes the inside of my forearm with absent-minded precision, fingertips moving back and forth in slow passes that feel less like soothing and more like regulation. A way to remind my body that the danger it’s responding to isn’t danger at all. That I’m allowed to stop bracing now.

Eventually I say, “That felt different.”

“It was.”

I wait. He always knows when I’m waiting.

His nose skims lightly along my temple before he answers. “You know I don’t use words carelessly.”

“I know.”

“When I said you were mine, I didn’t say it for effect.”

Something in my chest tightens. Not in fear. In recognition.

“I know that too,” I whisper.

His arm tightens around me, not enough to trap, just enough to underline the truth of what he’s saying. “Claiming isn’t about ownership in the cheap sense. It isn’t a performance. It isn’t me planting a flag and congratulating myself.”

I smile faintly at that, because of course that’s how he’d phrase it.

“It means responsibility,” he says quietly. “It means I don’t handle you casually. It means what you give me matters enough that I treat it like something sacred. And it means,” he continues, his voice lower now, “that I intend to hold what I asked for.”

That one breaks through. Not loudly. No tears, no dramatic cracking apart. Just a deep, internal softening that makes me feel suddenly, dangerously transparent.

“I felt that,” I admit.

His thumb strokes once over my ribs. “Tell me.”

I stare at nothing for a moment, trying to find language for something that lived in my body before it ever reached my mind. “It didn’t feel like being taken from,” I say slowly. “It felt like being... known too completely to hide. And instead of feeling exposed, I felt...”

“Safe?”

The word is so precise it steals my breath. “Yes.”

He kisses my shoulder again. “That’s the point.”

I turn my head slightly, enough to catch a glimpse of him over my shoulder. He looks wrecked in the most unfair way—hair a little messy, expression gone dark-soft instead of dark-hungry, the kind of controlled tenderness that always catches me off guard because it exists in the same man who had me shaking minutes ago.

“You really mean it,” I say.

He holds my gaze. “Every word.”

I don’t know what expression crosses my face then, but something in his own shifts in response. Warms. He brushes my hair back from my cheek.

“What changed for you?” he asks.

The answer comes more easily than I expect. “I think before tonight, part of me still thought surrender was something I had to prove.”

His brows draw together slightly. Not in anger. In concentration. “And now?”

“Now it feels less like proving and more like belonging.”

For a second, he says nothing. Then his eyes soften in a way that feels almost private.

“There you are,” he says again.

This time I do cry a little. Just a little. Silent tears that embarrass me on instinct even though they shouldn’t. I start to turn my face away, but he catches it gently.

“None of that,” he murmurs.

“I’m not upset.”

“I know.”

His thumb wipes beneath one eye, then the other. “You don’t have to apologize for feeling full.”

The word full goes through me like a second claim. Not physical this time. Emotional.

I exhale shakily. “You’re very annoying when you’re right.”

That finally earns me a real smile. “Sweetheart, I’m frequently annoying when I’m right.”

I huff a laugh, and the sound seems to satisfy him. He shifts again, easing me onto my back so he can look at me properly. His hand cups my jaw. His gaze drifts slowly over my face, not assessing damage, but checking. Reading. Making sure I’m where he thinks I am.

Then, softer still, “What do you need?”

The question doesn’t feel procedural with him. It never has. It feels like invitation. Like respect.

I think about water. Quiet. Warmth. About the strange tenderness of wanting not to be left alone with the intensity too quickly.

“A bath?”

His expression gentles immediately, as if he’d already been halfway there himself. “A bath,” he agrees. “Come here.”

And when he helps me sit up, he does it with the same hands that wrecked me—steady enough to make both versions of him feel like the same kind of love.
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The bathroom fills slowly.

Water first. Steam after. The room changes by degrees, edges softening under warmth until everything feels quieter than it did a few minutes ago.

I sit on the closed toilet lid wrapped in a towel while he tests the water with his hand, adjusting the temperature with a precision that makes me smile.

“You are taking this very seriously,” I murmur.

Without looking at me, he says, “I take your comfort very seriously.”

That should not be as devastatingly attractive as it is.

When he glances back at me, he catches whatever crossed my face, because one corner of his mouth lifts. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“A lie.”

I shrug, suddenly shy in a way that feels younger than the rest of the night. Softer around the edges. Not a performance. Not something I decide. Just the natural lowering that happens when I’m no longer holding myself upright with adult polish.

His expression changes immediately. Not startled. Not indulgent. Just attentive.

He crouches in front of me, bringing himself down to eye level, his palms resting lightly over my knees. “Hey.”

My gaze drops to his shoulder. “Hi.”

The towel is too big around me. Or maybe I’m too small inside it all at once. I can feel it happening in real time—that gentle inward fold. My body loosening. My words wanting to become fewer, simpler. The old embarrassment threatens for half a second, quick and sharp. What if I look ridiculous? What if the
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