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Chapter 1: The Strike (Zola)
The wind screamed across the moor, a raw, wet force that threatened to rip the tablet from Zola’s hands. She tightened her grip, her knuckles ashy against the black casing. Thunder rolled in deep, subsonic waves, vibrating through the soles of her hiking boots. Most people would have sought shelter an hour ago. To Zola, the weather was just another variable in her survey. The granite monoliths of the circle stood indifferent to the gale. They were masters of endurance, having survived four thousand years of Scottish winters. She stepped closer to the central stone, her eyes narrowing as she studied a hairline fracture near the base.
“Typical,” she muttered. Her voice was lost to the wind. “Granite shouldn’t shear like that without a compressive load of at least thirty thousand psi, or a localized, impossible tensile force.” She adjusted her glasses, wiping away the driving rain. This wasn't standard weathering or freeze-thaw erosion. The edges of the fracture were fused, the silicates in the stone turned to glass in a way that suggested a violent thermal event. She pulled her laser level from her belt, clicking it on. The red beam danced across the ancient surface, tracing the jagged line. Her brain automatically calculated the structural risk. If the base failed, the ten-ton capstone would come down like a guillotine.
Lightning detonated in a blinding, actinic flash, stripping the moor of its shadows. Zola didn't bother counting the seconds; the thunder struck simultaneously, a concussive wave that rattled the enamel of her teeth. The storm wasn't just overhead—it felt anchored to the stones. Every instinct honed by survival screamed at her to retreat to the safety of her rental car. Yet, she stood frozen. The digits on her electromagnetic sensor were hemorrhaging upward, surpassing the device's maximum threshold. The air itself began to taste of copper and static, with something older underneath—burnt sugar, scorched earth. The field around the stones was spiking into impossible ranges. It wasn't just the storm. Her skin prickled. The fine hairs on her arms stood up. She reached out, her fingers hovering an inch from the central stone. The granite hummed. It wasn't a metaphor. The rock was actually vibrating at a frequency that made her vision blur.
The world turned inside out. A bolt of white fire dropped from the bruised sky, hitting the central monolith with the force of a bomb. Zola didn't see the strike so much as she felt it in her marrow. The impact threw her backward, but the air didn't let her fall. It had become dense, like liquid. Purple light bled from the cracks in the stone, weaving into a chaotic lattice that defied every law of physics she knew. Gravity shifted forty-five degrees to the left. She gasped, but the air she inhaled was hot and tasted of ancient copper.
“No,” she choked out. Her engineering mind tried to categorize the event. A localized plasma discharge? A magnetic anomaly? But the data points didn't fit. The stones were glowing now, the runes etched into their faces burning with a light that didn't belong in the visible spectrum. The circle wasn't a monument anymore. It was a machine. A massive, geological engine that had just been switched on. The center of the circle collapsed inward, creating a void that sucked in the rain, the wind, and the light itself.
She tried to scramble away, her fingers clawing at the mud. The suction was too strong. It felt like being pulled into the intake of a jet engine. Her tablet flew from her hand, vanishing into the darkness. Then, the ground beneath her simply ceased to exist. She was falling through a tunnel of screaming colors and silent roars. Time didn't move in a line anymore; it folded, compressed, and shattered. She felt her atoms being stretched to the breaking point. She tried to scream, but her lungs were filled with the weight of centuries. Then, the light flared into a final, agonizing brilliance, and everything went black.
Cold mud pressed against Zola's cheek. She inhaled sharply, coughing as the scent of wet peat and woodsmoke filled her lungs. Her head throbbed with a rhythmic, heavy beat. She forced her eyes open. The sky above was a dull, bruised grey, but the stars were all wrong. The constellations had shifted, tilted out of place. She tried to push herself up, her muscles screaming in protest. Her hands sank deep into the mire. This wasn't the park. The air was too sharp, too clean, and it lacked the distant hum of the motorway.
A shadow fell over her, massive and suffocating. The wind returned, but it was generated by the beat of enormous wings. Zola rolled onto her back, her breath hitching. High above, a beast out of legend circled the standing stones. It was scaled in obsidian, its wingspan wide enough to blot out the moon. A dragon. It wasn't a CGI trick. It was a physical reality of leather and bone. The creature dove, landing ten yards away with an impact that made the earth groan. Its golden eyes locked onto hers, glowing with an intelligence that was predatory and terrifyingly focused.
She scrambled backward, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Stay back,” she wheezed. She reached for her belt, but her tools were gone. The dragon didn't roar. It didn't breathe fire. Instead, its form began to ripple. The scales folded inward, the massive frame shrinking and twisting in a grotesque display of biological restructuring. Within seconds, a man stood where the beast had been. He was gargantuan, well over six feet of hard muscle and scarred skin. He wore a kilt of dark, heavy wool, but his chest was bare, revealing ridges along his spine that looked like hardened bone.
He stepped toward her, his movements fluid and dangerous. “You,” he said. His voice was a deep vibration that seemed to echo in her very bones. “You have come at last.”
Zola found her voice, though it shook. “Who are you? Where am I? I need a phone.”
The man ignored her questions. He was staring at her with a look of starving intensity. “The stones have spit out a miracle,” he murmured. “A shadow-skinned queen to ground the fire.”
“I’m an engineer,” she snapped, her pragmatic instincts fighting through the terror. “My name is Zola Okoro. I don't know what kind of cult this is, but you need to let me go.”
He didn't move. He just watched her, his amber eyes tracking every breath she took. “You are in the Highlands. And I am Lachlan, Laird of MacDraig. You are exactly where you were meant to be.”
Lachlan moved with a speed that defied his size. Before Zola could stand, he was on her. He didn't hit her, but he used his weight to pin her shoulders into the soft earth. He was a wall of heat, his skin radiating a temperature that should have been lethal. His frame swallowed hers—gargantuan muscle and scarred bulk against her smaller reach, her engineer’s hands lost against the span of his chest. She struggled, her palms pressing against him, but it was like trying to move a mountain. His hands, large and calloused, caught her wrists and held them above her head. His grip was firm, unyielding, but he didn't crush her bones.
The air between them tasted wrong, sharp as a battery on her tongue, a stinging ionization that tightened her throat and made each breath feel thicker, harder to swallow. The low hum from the stones climbed into her ribs until her heartbeat answered it without her permission.
“Let me up!” she shouted. She tried to knee him, but he shifted his hips, neutralizing her movement with casual ease. “This is kidnapping. You can't just—”
“Quiet, woman,” he commanded. He wasn't looking at her face anymore. He leaned down, his face pressing into the crook of her neck. He inhaled deeply, a long, shuddering breath that seemed to pull the very air from her lungs. “The scent,” he whispered. “Like rain on dry earth. You are the anchor.”
Zola froze. The heat coming off him was intense, a literal fire burning beneath his skin. She could feel a strange vibration where they touched, a low-voltage hum that started in her chest and radiated outward. It felt like the standing stones. “What are you doing? Get off me!”
“The curse is a sun in my blood, Zola Okoro,” he muttered against her skin. His voice had lost its edge, replaced by a desperate, hungry tone. “It burns for centuries. But you... you are the ground. The earth that takes the lightning.” He nuzzled the sensitive skin just below her ear, his stubble abrasive. Then, he did something that made her entire body go rigid. He opened his mouth and grazed his teeth against the junction of her shoulder and neck. It wasn't a bite meant to draw blood, but a deliberate, heavy scrape that felt like a brand—sensory branding, a blood-deep claim written into nerve rather than ink, warning any other predator on this moor what he had found.
“Mine,” he growled, the word vibrating through her skin. “The stones gave you to me. The clan is dying, and my mind is a storm, but you are the fix. I will not let the world take you back.”
She gasped as he pulled away just enough to look her in the eye. His pupils were slits, more reptilian than human. “You have no right,” she whispered, her heart racing. “I am not an object for you to claim.”
“In this time, and in this place, you are everything,” he said. He didn't release her wrists. He looked at her as if she were a pile of gold he had spent his whole life searching for. “And I have never been a man who leaves his hoard unguarded.”

Chapter 2: The Dungeon of MacDraig (Lachlan)
The iron gate groaned on rusted hinges, a sound that usually broke the spirit of any man. Lachlan stayed in the torchlight's periphery, half-shadow himself, his amber eyes tracking the woman he had just dragged from the stones. He watched the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest beneath damp wool, the flutter at her throat, the way fear sharpened her scent until it threaded with something hotter—arousal she would never confess aloud. She didn’t scream. Most did. The women of the clans would have been wailing or praying to a god that had long since abandoned these hills. Instead, the shadow-skinned queen stood in the center of the damp cell, her chest heaving, her eyes darting across the weeping stone walls.
He watched her fingers tremble as she reached out to touch the mortar. She wasn't looking for a way out; she was measuring. He could see it in the sharp, analytical tilt of her head. The dragon inside him hummed, a low-frequency vibration that rattled his teeth. She was the anchor. The heat in his blood, that ancient, roiling fire of the MacDraig curse, seemed to lean toward her like a flame drawn to a draft. Even through the bars, her scent reached him—rain-heavy wool, cold ink, and beneath both a sweetness sharp enough to taste like a storm’s edge. It settled in his lungs until he had to inhale again, greedy, as if he could empty the cell of her and still not be satisfied.
"The masonry is fourteenth century," she whispered, her voice a jagged thread in the quiet. She wasn't speaking to him. She was talking to the air, to herself, trying to stitch her reality back together with facts. "Gravity shifted at a forty-five-degree angle. The constellations... they're wrong. Entirely wrong."
Lachlan felt the ridge of his spine itch, the hardened bone beneath his skin reacting to her proximity. He was a monster to her. A barbarian who had marked her neck with his teeth. He knew the weight of his own shadow, how it swallowed the light of the guttering torch. He should leave her to the cold. He should let her mind break so the dragon could claim the pieces. Yet, the way she stood her ground, even as her boots sank into the filth of the floor, made the man in him ache with a forgotten sort of respect.
The heat was becoming unbearable—banked too high under his ribs, a pressure that had been gnawing his reason threadbare for four centuries. Lachlan stepped into the cell, the space suddenly too small for his bulk. The woman backed away until her spine hit the granite. Her breath hitched, a soft, staccato sound that sent a jolt of pure possession through his gut.
He wanted to roar. He wanted to shift right here, let the obsidian scales tear through his human skin and wrap his tail around her until she was nothing but his. The feral madness clawed at the back of his throat. He saw her eyes lock onto his—the amber brightness of them, the way his pupils had all but vanished, leaving only a thin, predatory ring of molten gold. He wasn't a man to her. He was the dark itself.
"Stay back," she said. It wasn't a plea. It was a command, though her voice lacked the power to enforce it.
Lachlan didn't stop until he was inches away. The hum between them grew into a physical force, a thrumming energy that felt like the heart of the standing stones. He could feel her grounding him. The fire in his blood didn't vanish, but it found a path. It flowed toward her, the curse’s hunger seeking the conduit the stones had thrown into his path. It was more than lust. It was survival. He was a drowning man, and she was the only shore left in a world of salt and storm. The air near the bars prickled, a stinging ionization that coated his tongue with metal and want. He reached out, his hand hovering near her face, his fingers twitching with the urge to bruise and cherish all at once.
"I don't know what you think this is," Zola said, her voice tight and high. "I’m an engineer. I have people who will look for me. There are laws, even here."
Lachlan leaned down, his face inches from hers. "Laws? You speak of the king's law or the church's? Neither reaches behind these walls, little queen."
"My name is Zola. Dr. Zola Okoro. And kidnapping is a federal offense where I come from."
He let out a short, harsh sound that might have been a laugh if his lungs weren't burning. "You come from nowhere. You fell from the sky and landed in my dirt. That makes you mine."
"I am not property. I am a person. I have agency and rights and—"
"You have the right to be silent," he snapped, his hand finally closing on her shoulder. The heat of his palm seared through her thin clothing. "You have the right to serve the fire that is eating me alive. Do you feel that? The way the air shakes when we touch?"
Zola tried to shove him back, her small hands catching on the leather of his doublet. "It’s an electromagnetic reaction. It’s physics. It’s not... it’s not this."
"It is blood and bone," he growled, his pupils swallowing the amber of his eyes. He crowded her against the stone, his shoulders blocking what little torchlight reached that corner until she had nowhere left to retreat. "The stones brought you to ground the dragon. You are the hoard I have waited for since the first MacDraig burned."
"Let me go," she breathed, but her eyes were wide, tracking the movement of his mouth.
"Never. I will keep you in the dark. I will keep you in the gold. But you will stay."
He caught her chin, forcing her to look up at him. The hum was deafening now, a roar in his ears that drowned out her protests. He didn't want her words; he wanted the surrender he could feel simmering beneath her fear. He pressed his body into hers, a heavy, suffocating weight that left no room for the modern world she clung to.
"You're hurting me," she whispered, though her hands had stopped pushing and were now clutching his forearms for balance.
"I am claiming you," he corrected, his voice dropping to a rasp. "There is no room for your laws in this keep. Only the Laird. Only the dragon."
He felt her heart hammering against his chest like a trapped bird. It was a beautiful rhythm. He lowered his head, his teeth grazing the mark he had left on her neck, the scent of her fear mixing with the sudden, sharp spike of her arousal. She didn't pull away this time. The grounding was beginning.
The shift took him before he could name it as choice—obsidian sliding under human skin, his spine lengthening, tail snapping free like a whip uncoiled from a lie. He slammed a scaled forearm beside her head, stone sparking; the other hand pinned her hip to the wall. She sucked in a breath to scream and he took it with his mouth—rough, claiming, a thief’s kiss that tasted of iron bars and rain.
"No," she gasped into him, palms flat on his chest, then clutching when her knees tried to buckle. "Lachlan—"
"Aye," he growled against her lips, human tongue and dragon teeth too close together. "No laws. No doors. Only this."
His tail found her before his hands finished the lesson: scaled muscle winding her thighs, cinching tight enough to lift her toes from the filth, spreading her stance until wool rode high and cold air bit bare skin. She fought the coil once—engineer instinct, useless lever—and the tail only tightened, a living shackle, hips canted to his.
He tore his lacings open and freed his cock into his fist, thick and obscene in the guttering torchlight. When he pushed into her, she cried out—too much, too fast—then choked on the sound as pleasure bolted through the fear. Wet heat welcomed him like betrayal; her body arched, spine scraping granite, and his tail flexed to keep her there, pinned and open.
"Look at me," he commanded. Amber eyes burned down at her; his hips drove a steady, merciless rhythm that turned her protests into sobs, then into his name. "Feel what you are to the dragon."
"I can't—" she whimpered, nails scoring scales. "It's—not—"
"It is," he snarled, and rolled deep until the knot at his root began to catch, swell, lock. She froze, eyes wide, mouth shaping a silent equation that had no solution.
"Oh God—" she breathed. "You're—stuck—"
"Trapped," he corrected, voice gone rough with triumph and need. "On my cock. Where I keep what's mine."
The knot seated fully; she sobbed once, high and broken, and clenched around him until he saw white. He spent with a roar muffled against her throat, spill thick and endless while the cell went gold-tongued and ringing. After, he eased the coil from her thighs only when her shaking slowed, tail sliding free like a promise deferred, and pressed his forehead to hers while both of them breathed like survivors.
The dungeon still stank of damp and old blood—but the hum between them had changed pitch. She was no longer only a prisoner of stone. She was the ground his fire chose, and he knew, with a predator’s certainty, that she would measure him differently come morning.

Chapter 3: The Politics of Melanin (Zola)
The Great Hall smelled of damp stone and the sharp, choking tang of peat smoke. Okoro’s hiking boots sounded like gunshots against the uneven floor. She kept her head high, though her pulse was a frantic rhythm in her ears. At the end of the hall, five men sat behind a table of scarred oak. They looked like they had been forged in a furnace and quenched in ice. Their faces were maps of old wars and even older prejudices.
"What is this thing, Lachlan?" one of the elders asked. He was a withered man with a beard that reached his belt. He didn't look at her; he looked through her, as if she were a ghost or a stain. "You bring a fetch into our hall? A shadow-wrapped spirit?"
Lachlan stood to her left, his presence a wall of radiating warmth. Firelight caught in his irises until the amber looked molten, stripped of anything she could call human patience. "She is no fetch, Hamish. She is my guest. My hoard."
"She wears the clothes of a sorceress," another man spat, his hand twitching toward the dirk at his hip. He gestured to her Gore-Tex jacket and the digital watch that still gripped her wrist, its screen dark. "Look at the skin. It is the color of the abyss. The church says the devil comes in many forms, but he always brings the dark with him. Is this how we save the MacDraig? By making pacts with the void?"
Okoro felt the weight of their collective fear. It was a physical pressure, heavier than the gravity shift at the monoliths. These men didn't see an engineer or a woman. They saw a monster from a bedtime story. She pressed her thumb to the cold bezel of her watch until the metal stung—a scrap of her century, a proof that time still obeyed something—and let that steadiness ride her breath. If she didn't find a way to bridge this gap, they wouldn't just lock her in a cell; they would burn her.
"You call me a demon because you lack the wit to recognize a lady of the court?" Okoro’s voice cut through the murmurs like a scalpel.
Hamish squinted, his lip curling. "What court would harbor a creature like you?"
"The court of King James the Fourth," she replied, her voice dangerously calm, calculated to project an authority she did not entirely feel. She took a measured step forward. "Has isolation in this glen blinded you to the realities of your own kingdom? The King does not share your parochial fears. He hosts Moorish knights and ladies of African descent at Holyrood Palace, treating them with the highest honor. Do you intend to tell the Crown that his favored guests are demons?"
The hall went still. The mention of the King was a gamble, but she knew the history. In 1513, the Scottish court was a place of diverse faces, including the famous 'Black Lady' of the tournaments.
"The King?" the younger elder, Dougal, asked. He looked unsure now. "You claim to serve the Stewart?"
"I am an emissary," Okoro said, her tone dripping with a calculated arrogance. "I was traveling to the coast when the storm took my party. My garments are the fashion of the southern empires—designed for travel, not for your wet, miserable hills. Do you intend to answer to the King’s sheriff when he learns you held an invited guest of the crown in a hole?"
Lachlan let out a short, sharp bark of laughter. The sound was like breaking glass. "She has you there, Hamish. Unless you want the King’s cannons at the gate because you couldn't tell the difference between a demon and a diplomat."
"The King’s court has many strange things," Dougal muttered, his hand falling away from his blade. "I have heard tell of the dark ones in Edinburgh. They say they are masters of medicine and metal."
"Masters of many things you will never understand," Okoro added, seizing the moment. "I am a student of the stars and the earth. I was sent to study the ancient circles, the very stones your clan claims to guard. If you harm me, you don't just kill a woman. You kill the King's curiosity. Is that a price the MacDraig can afford?"
Hamish looked at Lachlan, then back to Okoro. The fear hadn't vanished, but it was being eaten by a more powerful Highland trait: the need to survive. "If she is what she says, Laird, then why did she arrive alone in the middle of a lightning strike?"
"The circle is a gate, not a road," Okoro said, her engineering brain spinning a lie that tasted like science. "It requires a specific alignment. My party is lost, but my mission remains. Now, will you continue to treat me like a prisoner, or will you show the hospitality the King expects for his people?"
The silence that followed was absolute. She had stunned them with a weapon they didn't know how to parry: a superior mind.
Lachlan didn't say another word to the council. He simply grabbed Okoro’s upper arm and hauled her toward the rear exit of the hall. His hand was a brand, the temperature of his skin soaring past a fever pitch. He moved with a predatory speed that forced her into a half-run.
"Lachlan, stop," she gasped as they hit the stone stairs.
He didn't stop. He didn't even slow down until they were inside his private suite. He shoved the heavy oak door shut and dropped the iron bolt with a resounding clang. He turned on her, his golden gaze glowing in the dim light of the hearth. His pupils had sharpened to cruel points, catching the flame the way a blade catches sun.
"You are a dangerous thing," he rumbled, the sound so deep she felt it in her sternum before her ears quite caught the words. "That tongue of yours... the way you played them like a lute."
"I saved my life," she snapped, though her breath was coming in short, jagged bursts. "Something you seemed content to let hang in the balance."
He was across the room in a single stride. He reached out and hooked his fingers into the collar of her jacket. "You are too clever. It makes the fire in me scream."
He pulled. The synthetic fabric didn't just unzip; it shredded under the unnatural strength of his hands. The jacket fell to the floor in strips of blue and grey. He went for her shirt next, the cotton tearing like wet paper.
"Lachlan!"
He pinned her against the stone wall, heat rolling off him in waves until the chill mortar at her back felt like the only cold left in the room. The hum between them grew so loud it felt like her skull might crack. He wasn't looking at her face; he was watching the way her dark skin reacted to the cold air of the room.
"My shadow queen," he whispered, his voice thick with a desperate, feral hunger. "I don't care about the King. I don't care about the law. You are mine. You are the only thing that stops the burning."
He dropped to his knees before her, his hands gripping her thighs with a strength that bordered on bruising. He didn't wait for permission. He needed the grounding. He needed the contact. He buried his face against her, his mouth finding the sensitive skin of her inner thigh as he stripped the last of her modern armor away. When he tasted her—cunt bare to his tongue, slick and salt-sweet—she bucked once, a choked cry escaping before she could school it. He groaned into her flesh like a starving man, licking wide and filthy, working her open with lips and teeth until her thighs trembled and the hum between them turned from theory to trembling fact. The contact was an explosion, a violent grounding of four centuries of unspent lightning.

Chapter 4: The Architect's Bargain (Lachlan)
Lachlan watched the doctor. She paced the length of his war room with a restless, calculated energy. She did not look like a captive. Her eyes—sharp even behind those glass lenses—scanned the masonry with the focus of a hawk tracking movement in the heather. The keep was old. It was dying. He knew it in his bones, just as he knew the curse was eating his mind. The walls wept salt and moisture, and the foundation groaned under the weight of centuries.
"The south bastion is failing," Okoro said. She stopped by the arched window, her fingers tracing a deep fissure in the granite. "The frost has expanded these cracks. One well-placed strike from a modern culverin—or even enough heavy rain—and this entire corner collapses into the glen."
Lachlan leaned back against the massive stone hearth. The fire behind him was nothing compared to the embers in his veins. "You speak of war-engines and stone-craft. My masons say the keep stands as it always has."
"Your masons are looking at the past," she countered, turning to face him. She didn't flinch at his size or the way his golden gaze tracked her throat. "I see the stress points. I see the load-bearing failures. You are worried about the King’s cannons and the MacLeods. I can make this place a fortress that outlasts them both."
He felt a rumble in his chest—a mix of irritation and a growing, dangerous respect. She was bartering. She was a small, fragile thing, yet she stood in his private sanctum and pointed out his weaknesses. "And what is the cost for this sorcery of stone?"
"It isn't magic. It's engineering," she said firmly. "I want out of that cell. I want to move through this keep without chains or guards. I want a seat at your table, and I want the resources to start the repairs immediately."
Lachlan straightened. He walked toward her, his boots heavy on the floorboards. The air between them hummed with that strange, low-voltage frequency. "You want to be a guest. Not a hoard."
"I want to be useful," Okoro said, her jaw set. "A useful ally lives longer than a prisoner."
Lachlan stopped just inches from her. He caught ink and charcoal on her skin, wool still carrying the chill from the window, and beneath it all a live-wire sweetness that made his mouth water like iron after lightning. It pulled at the fire in his gut, demanding he claim her. "I agree to your terms, doctor. You will have your materials. You will have your freedom within the walls."
Okoro breathed out, a slight tension leaving her shoulders. "Then we should begin with the primary gatehouse."
"I am not finished," Lachlan interrupted. His voice was a guttural rumble. "The bargain has another side. You offer me your mind to save my walls. I require your body to save my soul."
She froze. Her eyes searched his face, looking for a lie she wouldn't find. "You want a concubine."
"I want a mate," he corrected. "The fire in me is a storm that only you can ground. You will work on the stones by day. By night, you will share my chamber. You will warm my bed. You will be mine in every way that matters."
"That wasn't part of the bargain," she whispered. Her pulse was visible in the hollow of her neck. It was fast. Terrified. Or perhaps something else.
"It is the only part that matters to me," Lachlan said. He reached out, his thumb skimming the line of her jaw. "The MacDraig gives nothing for free. You want to walk the battlements? Then you walk them as the Laird’s woman."
"And if I refuse?"
"Then you return to the damp and the dark. You can watch the walls fall from the inside of a cage."
Okoro looked at the maps on the table, then back at him. Lachlan watched the rapid shift in her dark eyes as she weighed the cost of survival—measuring him against the walls, calculating her odds in small tells: the set of her jaw, the pause of her fingers above the vellum, the way her gaze flicked to the window as if she could already see the route to the battlements. When she finally spoke, her voice had the flat calm of someone surrendering to the inevitable.
"It's a transaction, then?"
"Everything is a transaction, Okoro. This one just happens to involve my skin against yours."
"Fine," she said, her voice barely a breath. "I accept. But I get my own workspace. And no one touches me but you."
Lachlan’s pupils narrowed until only a thin ring of amber remained—predatory, fixed, promising the hall’s civility was done. "No one would dare."
Lachlan’s control snapped, the ink-and-stone bargain still ringing in his ears while the rest of him stopped pretending civility was enough. The ambient temperature in the room spiked; the air shimmered until the parchment’s edges tried to lift like wings. He moved in one predatory sweep, clearing the board—ink pots, quills, a ruler—clattering off in a wave that left only her heavy vellum blueprints. Before Zola could finish the half-formed calculation in her eyes, his hands were on her waist, lifting her as if she weighed no more than a breath, and setting her down on the plans she had used to save his keep.
For one heartbeat she was all engineer again—spine rigid, mouth opening on a protest that began as load paths and ended as nothing when he stepped between her thighs. "Now?" she asked, voice thin, already breaking into variables she couldn’t hold.
"Now," he growled. He didn’t bother with poetry. He unfastened his belt and freed his cock, the weight of it obscene against her wool skirts until he shoved them high enough to bare her. His thumb found her cunt already slick—traitor body, traitor math—and he groaned like a man shown proof he hadn’t earned yet.
"Wait—the stress concentration if you—" she started, fingers scrabbling at his shoulders as if she could brace a beam there.
"There is no wait," he said, and pushed in.
The first inch was a lecture in scale she hadn’t written: stretch, burn, a bright line of too much. Then more, until her gasp turned sharp and her nails scored his skin through linen. He watched the engineer’s careful distance tear—her hips tilting before her pride could veto, her cunt fluttering around him, swallowing greed and fear in the same wet clutch.
"Look at me," he commanded. He needed to see the moment logic drowned.
She tried. Her lenses fogged; her lips shaped a fraction, then a swear, then his name. He drove deeper, each thrust a heavy thud through the oak, vibration crawling up his thighs until the room tasted like copper and storm. Above the blueprints, heat stacked until it pressed like a kiln lid lowering—no elegant metaphor left, only the animal fact of his body inside hers.
"Lachlan," she gasped, head falling back, throat offered without meaning to.
"Tell me," he muttered at her ear, breath scorching. "Tell me what my cock is doing to you. Plain words, doctor."
"It’s—it’s outside tolerance," she choked, half-laugh, half-panic, and then the sentence shattered. "Too big. Too deep. I can’t—I can’t keep the numbers—"
"Good," he said, pinning her

