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      “I have a surprise for you.” Rhys leaned against the doorframe and watched as I slicked on a coat of lipstick in the mirror.

      “Is it another house in Costa Rica?” I joked. I capped the lipstick and turned to face him, a wave of flutters cascading through my stomach as I took him in.

      Dark hair, intense gray eyes, and a black tuxedo that clung to his broad shoulders and powerful frame like it was made for him…which it was. The Prince Consort title came with many perks, including access to Athenberg’s finest tailors.

      I’d seen Rhys naked and in both casual and formal clothing. I vacillated between which I preferred, but at the moment, I was Team Formal Clothing all the way.

      A smile tugged at his lips. “No. But it’s an addition to our house here.”

      “Hmm.” My curiosity spiked. What could the surprise be? One of his drawings? The hand-cut crystal vase I was eyeing the other day at a home goods shop on Nyhausen? “Color me intrigued.”

      I walked toward him, the flutters intensifying when I got close enough for his scent and heat to envelop me.

      Even after six months of marriage, the butterflies hadn’t died. In fact, they’d bred and multiplied, and that was just the way I liked it. No more cage for them. They were free to soar as they pleased.

      “I hope you’re revealing the surprise before the party, or I’ll be in suspense all night,” I said, encircling his neck with my arms.

      We were attending my family’s annual black-tie Christmas Eve dinner in two hours. This year, it would be held at Nikolai and Sabrina’s house. Sabrina gave birth to the most adorable baby girl, Lily, two months ago, and I looked forward to cuddling with my niece. Right now, though, I’d much rather cuddle with my husband.

      Husband. I’d never expected to tie the knot first in my friend group, and I’d thought marriage would be boring. But the joke was on me because I loved it. Marriage made things between me and Rhys even hotter. More intimate. He’d always been mine, and I’d always been his, but now, the entire world knew it.

      “Maybe.” He rested his hands on my hips, a teasing glint entering his eyes. He’d relaxed since our early days together. Less wariness, more jokes. His laughs were no longer rarities, but they still made my heart sing every time. “Depends how nice you are to me.”

      “I’m always nice to you.” I gave him a deliberate once-over. “You clean up well, Mr. Larsen.”

      “Right back atcha, Your Majesty,” Rhys drawled, his gaze sweeping over my elegant updo, diamond necklace, and red silk gown before lingering on my lips. “How attached are you to your lipstick?”

      Anticipation unfurled in my stomach, and I grinned. “Oh, I can always reapply it.”

      The words hadn’t fully left my mouth before he crushed me to him in a deep, possessive kiss, and I promptly melted. No matter how many times we kissed, fucked, or made love, it always felt like the first time in the best possible way.

      Rhys’s tongue swept against mine, fanning the fire kindling in my stomach. We had to leave soon, but Nikolai and Sabrina’s house wasn’t that far. We could—

      A soft meow sliced through the fog in my brain, surprising me enough that I broke the kiss and pulled back.

      I heard another meow, and my eyes widened. “Is that…”

      “Yeah,” Rhys grumbled. “I was gonna tell you but…” He stepped into the hall and returned holding a cat carrier. A familiar furry gray face poked out from the open top, and bright green eyes peered up at me with excitement. “She ruined it. Didn’t you?”

      Affection softened his gruff tone as he petted her, his huge hand swallowing up her tiny head in a way that turned my heart into mush.

      The cat purred and nuzzled his palm.

      “Meadow!” I removed her from the carrier and cradled her to my chest, laughing when she started nuzzling my breasts instead. Equal parts surprise and delight surged through me. Emma frequently sent me photos and videos of Meadow and Leather, but it wasn’t the same as seeing one of them in person. “What are you doing here?”

      “She’s the new addition to our house.” Rhys frowned when Meadow continued rubbing her head against my breasts. “But if you don’t stop taking liberties with my wife, I’m sending you back to D.C.,” he threatened.

      Meadow purred again, unperturbed and unrepentant.

      Meanwhile, I was still stuck on the new addition to our house part. “What…how…”

      “I worked it out with Emma.” Rhys’s frown melted into a grin at my shock. “I know how much you’ve always wanted a pet, and it’s tough for Emma to take care of all hers on her own. She already has Leather, plus two other cats and a dog. She knows how much you love Meadow, so…” He lifted his shoulder in a shrug. “Here she is.”

      God, this man.

      A lump formed in my throat, and I clutched Meadow tighter to me. “Silas is going to have a coronary.”

      The head of the royal household was not a fan of animals indoors. When my grandfather contemplated getting me a kitten for my eleventh birthday, Silas threw such a hissy fit Edvard scrapped the idea and took me to Paris instead. Silas had served the palace since my grandfather was a young boy, and everyone, even Edvard, avoided pissing him off whenever possible.

      “Don’t worry about Silas. I took care of it,” Rhys said.

      My eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t kill him, did you? Because that’s strictly forbidden in the royal code of conduct.”

      He snorted. “No, we just had a chat. I can be very persuasive.”

      “Hmm.” I eyed him with suspicion. “I suppose it doesn’t hurt he’s scared of you.”

      Silas would never admit it, but everyone knew it was true. Rhys, with his tattoos, take-no-shit attitude, and military background was a different breed from the posh aristocrats Silas was used to, and he had no idea how to deal with him.

      Rhys shrugged again, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. “Work with what you got. But he’s not going to say anything about Meadow. Everyone is on board with a royal cat. Couldn’t convince them to say yes to a swearing parrot, though, so Leather stays with Emma.”

      The emotion in my throat expanded, filling my nose and lungs and causing a burn behind my eyes. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      He could’ve easily bought me a piece of jewelry or gifted me with another drawing and I would’ve been happy. Then again, despite all his grumbles about “annoying sentimentality,” Rhys had never been one to give a present for the present’s sake. His gifts always meant something.

      “Have to? No. Want to? Yeah.” Rhys’s face softened. “Hope you like the present, princess.”

      “You know I do.”

      One of the things I missed most from my old life as a non-queen was volunteering at shelters. I visited now and then, but given my new title and crazy schedule, my regular volunteer days were over. I rarely had any interactions with animals except for when I went horseback riding.

      Plus, Rhys was right. I had always wanted a pet, and now, I finally had one.

      I kissed the top of Meadow’s head and set her back in the carrier, which I placed behind the couch. What was about to happen wasn’t for children’s eyes.

      Rhys leaned against the doorframe, his gaze hooded and his body oozing lazy male satisfaction as I walked toward him again. The lightness of our earlier interaction disappeared, replaced by an electric charge that buzzed over my skin and made my thighs clench.

      “It’s Christmas Eve, and you gave me my present early. An amazing present, at that.” I stopped before him and tiptoed my fingers down his chest until I reached his waistband. “I think that deserves a thank you.”

      “Hmm. What kind of thank you did have in mind?” Rhys drawled, his voice as lazy as his pose. He didn’t move an inch as I pulled him closer and feathered kisses along his whiskered jaw, but I could feel the weight of his stare on my skin, searing through my clothes and branding my skin.

      “This.” I angled my head up and pressed my lips to his. His taste—spice, coffee, and something indescribably him—exploded on my tastebuds and sent delicious shivers down my spine.

      Rhys allowed me to take control for a minute before he curled a hand around the nape of my neck and and walked us backward until my lower back collided with my dresser.

      Just like that, our languid kiss turned fierce. Rough. No holds barred. Just the way I liked it.

      My thighs clenched again, and my nipples beaded into hard, aching points.

      “Remember bucket list number four?” He tugged on my bottom lip with his teeth.

      “Uh-huh,” I managed.

      I couldn’t think straight. All I could focus on was the pulsing between my legs and the heat crawling over my skin.

      Half a year into our marriage, and Rhys and I still acted like we were on our honeymoon. One kiss, one touch, and I could go from zero to a hundred on the lust scale.

      I ground my hips against his, desperate for more friction so I could relieve the ache inside me, but he wrapped an arm around my waist and forced me to still.

      “Remember what you told me you fantasized about when you were finger fucking your sweet little cunt?” he whispered, his stubble scratching my skin as he kissed the corner of my mouth.

      What am I doing to you?

      Fucking me. While I’m bent over the dresser, and I can see you behind me in the mirror. Pulling my hair. Taking me from behind. Filling me with your cock.

      Memories from Costa Rica flooded my brain, and the heat burst into an all-consuming inferno.

      But before I could respond, Rhys spun me around and bent me over the dresser. One hand closed around my throat while the other tugged my zipper down until the straps fell off my shoulders, baring my lace-clad breasts. His hard cock pressed against my ass, and I whimpered, the ache between my thighs so intense it became another heartbeat, one I felt in every inch of my body. My head, my fingers, my toes, they all pounded with the same insistent rhythm.

      “It’s time to make that fantasy a reality, don’t you think?” He dragged his mouth down my throat until he reached the fluttering pulse at the base of my neck.

      “I thought I was supposed to be thanking you.” The words came out so breathy I almost didn’t recognize my voice.

      Rhys slid his hand around and up my ribcage until he reached my bra. He shoved the lace up, revealing my breasts and pebbled nipples. They were so sensitive every brush of air caused my pussy to spasm with pleasure.

      “Oh, you are.” He pushed my skirt up so my gown bunched around my waist, leaving me all but naked. “I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll barely be able to walk, princess, and all throughout dinner”—he tore my underwear off and tossed the scrap of silk aside—“I’ll remember the way you looked as you took every inch of my cock. And I’ll know, while you’re drinking champagne and posing for the cameras”—he nipped at my earlobe while he slid a finger into my drenched core—“that your pussy’s wet and bare beneath your sexy little gown, waiting for me to wreck it again. Just you and me.” He thrust a second finger inside me. “It’ll be our little secret.”

      Oh, God.

      I was going to come. He hadn’t even moved his fingers inside me yet, and I was going to explode from the image he’d painted in my mind.

      It was so dirty. So wrong. And so freaking hot.

      I heard the sound of his zipper, and just as I was about to tip over the edge, Rhys pulled his hand away.

      My whine of protest morphed into a yelp when he slapped my ass. Hard.

      “Only place you’re allowed to come tonight is on my cock. After all…” He ran his nose over my jaw, causing a shiver to ripple through me. “This is my thank you present.”

      With that, he slammed into me so hard I cried out and the dresser shook.

      I heard the faint clatter of my perfume bottles toppling over, but I was too caught up in the fullness of him to pay much attention.

      “Rhys.” I clutched the edge of the dresser, trying to catch my breath between his thrusts. “Oh my God.”

      I would never fully get used to his size. He was so large I struggled to accommodate him every time, but the delicious stretch and pressure when I did were worth it.

      Darts of pleasure shot through me and curled at the base of my spine.

      “Your pussy takes my cock so well,” he grunted. “Like it was made to get fucked by me.”

      I let out another whimper and dropped my head, my eyes fluttering closed from the sheer sensation overload, but they popped open again when Rhys squeezed my throat.

      “Eyes open. Watch,” he ordered, his voice hard and roughened with lust.

      He loosened his grip when I obeyed, and a soft moan followed my whimper when I took in our reflection. Except for my smeared lipstick, my hair and makeup were miraculously still perfect, and my diamond necklace glittered beneath his hand around my throat. The elegance made the rest of the image even more obscene—my breasts bouncing with each thrust, my beautiful designer gown bunched around my waist while Rhys fucked me from behind like an animal, my eyes glazed and my mouth hanging slightly open from pleasure.

      “Is this what you fantasized about, princess?” Rhys’s eyes locked with mine in the mirror as he pinched my nipple with his free hand. “Hmm?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      The only thing missing was the hair pull, given my stylist had taken two hours to coax my strands into a fancy twist, but the throat grab more than made up for it.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You look so beautiful with my cock inside you.” He hit a spot that made me see stars, and I would’ve closed my eyes again had his warning glare not pinned me in place. “You should feel how tight you are. How fucking wet.”

      His breathing harshened, his eyes darkening into near black as he pounded into me with a ferocity that would’ve hurt had it not also felt so good.

      My fingers dug into the dresser, and sweat beaded on my forehead. I had a feeling my makeup might not be so perfect after this was all over, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was the knot of pleasure at the base of my spine, which was growing, growing, right—

      Rhys spun me around a second before I came and swallowed my sound of frustration with a kiss. He planted me on the dresser and wrapped my legs around his waist before driving into me again.

      “I love watching you like this. Free. Uninhibited.” His gaze raked over me, glittering with fierce love and possessiveness. “You want to come?”

      I nodded again. I was burning up, my nerves consumed with flames and my skin so hot I half-expected to see steam rising from my pores.

      Rhys reached down and stroked my clit at the same time he hit a new, deeper spot inside me, one that my toes curl and my mouth fall open in a soundless scream. “Let go, princess.”

      I did. Fast and hard, tumbling into an abyss of ecstasy so deep I didn’t think I’d ever get out—and I didn’t want to.

      Nothing in life was perfect, but this moment, with this man? It was perfect.

      Rhys came soon after me with a shudder, and we stayed wrapped around each other until our breathing slowed and my senses returned enough for me to hear Meadow meowing in the background.

      We both groaned and laughed at the same time.

      “We should...“

      “Yeah.”

      Neither of us moved. Not yet.

      Just one more moment for ourselves.

      I couldn’t stop smiling. Everything around me fed my giddiness—the scent of Rhys’s cologne, the wood pressing against my bare skin, the sounds of Meadow so close, even if she was annoyed at being ignored for so long.

      “Maybe we can skip dinner,” I said, so lazy and content I could fall asleep right there on my dresser. “They won’t miss me.”

      Rhys laughed again. “As much as I would love that, I’ll get the blame again. Like that time we snuck in a quickie before your Vogue photoshoot and you ended up being half an hour late.” He pulled my bra down and straightened my clothes. I stayed still, letting him fuss over me while my chest glowed with warmth. “Not that I give a shit if people are mad at me.”

      I let out a sigh. “I suppose I can’t skip dinner. But…” I twined my fingers with his. “Let’s skip dessert.”

      “I’m on board with that.” Rhys’s mouth softened into a more intimate smile. “Merry Christmas, princess.”

      “Merry Christmas, Mr. Larsen.”

      We kissed, slower and sweeter this time, and even though it technically wasn’t Christmas yet, I already knew it was the best one I’d ever had—so far.

      After all, we still had a lifetime of Christmases ahead of us.
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