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Chapter 1: Rock Bottom

The rain came down in relentless sheets, turning the parking lot into a blurred sea of gray under the flickering sodium lights. I sat motionless in my ancient Toyota Corolla, hands still gripping the steering wheel at ten and two, as if letting go would make everything unravel faster. Water dripped from my hair onto the collar of my soaked hoodie, cold trails snaking down my neck and back. The windshield wipers squeaked uselessly every few seconds, but I couldn’t bring myself to turn them off. The rhythmic noise was the only thing keeping me anchored.

Two cardboard boxes and one black duffel bag sat on the passenger seat and floorboard—that was everything I owned now. Twenty years old, freshly dumped, and officially homeless in the span of a single evening. The realization hit me in waves, each one colder than the last.

Tyler’s voice still echoed in my head, calm and detached, like he was canceling a subscription instead of ending an entire relationship. “I need space, Soph. You’re just… too much right now.” Too much. After two years of shared rent, shared meals, shared dreams about moving to Portland after graduation. Too much because I’d walked in early from my shift at the campus bookstore and found him in our bed—my bed—with his redheaded coworker from the marketing firm. Her legs wrapped around his waist, his hands in her hair, the sounds they made burning into my memory like acid.

I’d stood frozen in the doorway for what felt like minutes but was probably only seconds. Then something inside me snapped. I screamed—raw, ugly, the kind of sound I didn’t know I could make. I grabbed his precious Xbox Series X from the entertainment stand and hurled it into the bathtub, where it landed with a satisfying crack. Tyler had scrambled off her, sheets tangled around his hips, begging me to calm down, to not make a scene. His coworker—Lindsay, I think her name was—had squealed and covered herself, like I was the intruder.

I packed while he pleaded. Clothes shoved into the duffel without folding. Books and sketchpads crammed into boxes. My laptop, charger, the framed photo of my parents from happier days—everything that mattered fit into three containers. I left the dishes, the shared plants, the string lights we’d hung together last Christmas. Let him deal with the remnants.

Now I was here, in the parking lot of the apartment we’d called home, watching rain blur the building lights into watercolor streaks. My phone sat dark on the console. No missed calls from him. No apology text. Just silence.

A sob caught in my throat, but I swallowed it down. I couldn’t fall apart yet. I needed somewhere to go.

My fingers found my phone almost on autopilot. The screen lit up with notifications—group chats, Instagram stories, the usual noise. I ignored them all and opened my messages with Emma.

Emma Kane had been my best friend since the first day of freshman orientation, when we’d both shown up to Graphic Design 101 wearing the same vintage band tee. She was everything I wasn’t: fearless, quick with a comeback, from a family that had actual money. Her dad was some tech mogul who’d sold his startup for nine figures before I’d even started high school. But Emma never acted like it. She was loyal, funny, and the only person who’d ever made me feel like I belonged somewhere.

I typed with shaking thumbs.

Me: Hey. Are you up?

Three dots appeared instantly.

Emma: Always for you. What’s wrong?

Me: Tyler cheated. I caught them. I left. Everything’s in my car.

The dots bounced for a long time.

Emma: That absolute fucking prick. Are you okay?

Me: No. Not even close.

Emma: Come here. Right now. Guest room is yours. I’m opening the good wine.

I stared at the message. She’d offered before—countless times when Tyler and I fought, when rent was late, when I complained about dorm life freshman year. I’d always said no. Pride, mostly. I didn’t want to be the friend who needed rescuing. But tonight, pride felt like a luxury I couldn’t afford.

Me: Are you sure? It might be more than a night or two.

Emma: Lily Marie Delgado, get your ass to my house BEFORE I come drag you here myself. Gate code is still 0713. I’m waiting at the door.

Tears blurred my vision, but they were different now—relief mixed with grief. I wiped my face with my sleeve, started the engine, and pulled out of the parking lot for the last time.

The drive to Emma’s neighborhood took forty minutes, most of it on dark highways slick with rain. I kept the radio off; the only sounds were the rhythmic thump of wipers and the occasional splash through deep puddles. My mind replayed the scene on loop: Tyler’s shocked face, Lindsay’s squeal, the way he’d reached for me like I was the one who needed comforting.

By the time I reached the gated community, the storm had eased to a steady drizzle. The guard waved me through—he knew my car from years of visits. The streets wound through manicured lawns and massive homes, each one more impressive than the last. The Kane estate sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, set back from the road behind a stone wall and wrought-iron gate.

I punched in 0713. The gate swung open silently, revealing the long, curved driveway lit by soft ground lights. The house loomed ahead—three stories of cream-colored stone, tall windows glowing warmly against the night. Columns flanked the entrance, and twin urns overflowing with flowers stood sentinel on either side of the double doors. It looked like something from a luxury magazine, which made sense; it had been featured in one once.

Before I could even park, the front door flew open. Emma stood silhouetted in the light, barefoot in yoga pants and an oversized hoodie, arms already open.

I barely got the car in park before she was pulling me out and into a hug that smelled like vanilla shampoo and safety. She held me tight as the sobs I’d been holding back finally broke free—ugly, heaving cries that shook my whole body.

“Shh, I’ve got you,” she murmured into my hair. “That bastard doesn’t deserve a single one of these tears.”

I don’t know how long we stood there in the drizzle. Eventually, she pulled back, hands on my shoulders, studying my face with fierce protectiveness.

“You look like a drowned rat,” she said gently. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

She grabbed my duffel from the backseat while I hauled one of the boxes. The foyer hit me like stepping into another world—marble floors gleaming under a crystal chandelier, a sweeping staircase curving upward, fresh roses in a massive arrangement on the console table that probably cost more than my car. The air smelled faintly of lemon polish and whatever expensive candles Emma loved. Everything was perfect, as always.

I paused, suddenly self-conscious in my soaked clothes, dripping on pristine marble. “Is your dad home?” I asked, voice small. Victor Kane had always intimidated me—tall, powerful, with those piercing green eyes that seemed to catalog everything. I wasn’t ready to face anyone who wasn’t Emma tonight.

“Singapore,” she said, waving a hand as she kicked the door shut. “Some big investor meetings. Back in a week, maybe more. House is ours.”

Relief washed over me so strong my knees nearly buckled. Emma noticed and looped an arm around my waist, steering me toward the stairs.

“Guest suite’s ready. Fresh sheets, the good towels. Go shower—I’ll handle your stuff and open wine.”

The guest suite was ridiculous in the best way: a king bed piled high with pillows and a comforter that looked like a cloud, dark wood furniture, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the backyard and pool. The en-suite bathroom was bigger than my old bedroom—marble counters, rainfall shower big enough for a party, fluffy towels stacked like a hotel.

I stood under the scalding water for what felt like hours, letting it wash away the rain, the mascara tracks, the feel of Tyler’s apartment still clinging to my skin. I used Emma’s fancy shampoo that smelled like coconut and something expensive, scrubbed until my skin was pink. When I finally emerged in the silk pajamas she’d left folded on the counter—soft shorts and a camisole in pale blue—I felt almost human.

Emma was waiting in the sitting area off the bedroom, two glasses of deep red wine and a charcuterie board that looked professionally arranged. Prosciutto, fancy cheeses, grapes, crackers, olives—probably raided from her dad’s private stash.

She handed me a glass without a word. I took a long drink, the rich black-cherry taste coating my tongue, warming me from the inside.

“Tell me everything,” she said, curling up on the loveseat. “Or don’t. We can just get drunk and watch trash reality TV. Your choice.”

I told her everything. The early shift ending, coming home to surprise Tyler with takeout, walking in on them. How Lindsay had actually had the nerve to ask me to “give them privacy” while she clutched my pillow to her naked chest. How Tyler had followed me around the apartment begging while I packed, promising it was a mistake, that he loved me.

By the time I finished, my wine glass was empty and tears were streaming again. Emma refilled without asking.

“He’s dead to us,” she declared. “Effective immediately. I’m posting vague but devastating Instagram stories. And if I see him on campus, I’m spilling coffee on him. Hot coffee.”

I laughed through the tears—the first real laugh in hours. “Make it scalding.”

We talked until the wine bottle was empty and the charcuterie board decimated. About Tyler’s betrayal, about how I’d ignored red flags for months—late nights at work, sudden passwords on his phone, the way he’d started criticizing my clothes, my friends, my everything. About how I’d given up my dream internship last summer to stay close to him.

By 3 a.m., exhaustion hit like a freight train. Emma tucked me into the cloud-bed, pulling the comforter up to my chin like I was a kid.

“You’re safe here,” she whispered. “As long as you need.”

I believed her.

As sleep pulled me under, the last thing I felt was gratitude—so deep it ached—that I had somewhere to land when my world fell apart.

Tomorrow would hurt. The days after would hurt more.

But tonight, wrapped in luxury and friendship, I could finally breathe.


Chapter 2: Sanctuary

The morning after the storm, I woke to sunlight pouring through floor-to-ceiling windows, warm golden stripes painting the guest room in soft light. For a disorienting moment, I didn’t know where I was—the bed was too big, the sheets too soft, the faint scent of lavender and clean linen unfamiliar. Then memory crashed in: Tyler’s betrayal, the rain-soaked drive, Emma’s arms around me at the door. My eyes stung with fresh tears, but the luxurious room surrounding me felt like a buffer against the raw ache in my chest.

I rolled over, burying my face in the pillow. It smelled faintly of high-end detergent and something else—subtle, expensive. The comforter was heavy down, enveloping me like a hug. I stayed there a long time, listening to the distant hum of the house: a lawn mower somewhere outside, the faint clink of dishes downstairs, birdsong through the cracked window. No traffic noise, no thin dorm walls letting in neighbors’ arguments. Just quiet luxury.

Eventually, hunger and the need for coffee pulled me out of bed. I padded barefoot to the en-suite bathroom—marble floors cool under my feet, a massive mirror reflecting a girl who looked like she’d been through war. My dark hair was a tangled mess, eyes puffy and red-rimmed, skin blotchy from crying. I splashed cold water on my face, brushed my teeth with the spare toothbrush Emma had left out, and pulled on the silk pajamas again. They felt decadent against my skin, the camisole sliding softly over my breasts, the shorts barely covering anything. I wasn’t ready to face my packed clothes yet.

Downstairs, the house felt enormous and empty in the best way. Sunlight flooded the open-plan kitchen and living area, glinting off stainless steel appliances and the massive island where Emma stood in yoga pants and an oversized sweater, pouring coffee into two mugs.

“Morning, survivor,” she said without turning, sliding one mug toward me as I slid onto a barstool. The coffee was perfect—rich, dark, with a hint of hazelnut that coated my tongue. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like the dead,” I admitted, wrapping both hands around the warm ceramic. “This bed is criminal.”

She grinned. “Dad spares no expense on guest comfort. He says happy visitors mean fewer complaints.” Her smile softened. “How are you, really?”

I stared into my coffee. “Numb. Angry. Relieved. All at once.” My voice cracked on the last word.

Emma reached across the island, squeezing my hand. “You’re allowed to feel all of it. And you’re allowed to stay here until you don’t anymore.”

The next few days blurred into a gentle cocoon of healing. Emma took complete charge, as only Emma could. She declared a “no boys, no social media, no responsibilities” week. My phone stayed on Do Not Disturb, notifications silenced. She dragged me shopping on Wednesday—using her dad’s black Amex with zero guilt—replacing my ratty hoodies and jeans with soft sweaters, pretty dresses, lingerie that made me feel beautiful instead of broken. We ate gourmet takeout on the patio overlooking the pool, drank bottomless mimosas at brunch spots with outdoor heaters, binge-watched every comfort show imaginable in the home theater with its plush recliners and surround sound.

By day four, I was starting to feel almost human. The sharp edges of betrayal had dulled to a manageable ache. I slept ten, twelve hours a night in that cloud-bed, waking only when sunlight crept across the sheets. I started swimming laps in the indoor pool—an atrium of glass and light, surrounded by tropical plants and heated to perfection. The water was cool silk against my skin, chlorine sharp in my nose as I cut through it, stroke after stroke, until my lungs burned and my mind quieted.

On the fifth morning, I was floating on my back in one of Emma’s bikinis—black, high-cut bottoms and a halter top that tied behind my neck—eyes closed against the bright atrium ceiling, when the front door slammed somewhere deep in the house.

The sound jolted me upright, water sloshing. Male voices echoed—one Emma’s bright laugh, the other deeper, resonant, carrying authority even from a distance.

My stomach dropped like a stone.

Victor Kane was home early.

I scrambled out of the pool, water streaming off me in sheets, grabbing the oversized towel from the lounge chair. My heart hammered as I wrapped it around myself sarong-style, knotting it tightly over my chest. The bikini clung transparently now, cold air raising goosebumps across my skin, nipples tightening painfully against the wet fabric. I padded barefoot across the warm stone floor toward the glass doorway just as they appeared.

Emma bounded in first, grinning ear to ear, hair in a messy bun, wearing leggings and a crop top. “Surprise! Dad’s trip got cut short—investors bailed last minute. He caught the red-eye back.”

Victor filled the doorway behind her like gravity bent around him. He looked travel-worn but still devastating: charcoal suit perfectly tailored despite hours on a plane, white dress shirt unbuttoned at the throat revealing a hint of dark chest hair, tie loosened. His dark hair was slightly tousled, the silver at his temples catching the light. Green eyes—sharp, assessing—found me immediately, sweeping over dripping hair, bare shoulders, the towel clutched desperately to my chest, down to bare legs and painted toes.

The air shifted, thickened.

“Lily,” he said, voice low and smooth like aged whiskey, carrying across the atrium effortlessly. “Emma mentioned you’d be staying with us.”

Heat flooded my face, spreading down my neck. I clutched the towel tighter, suddenly hyper-aware of how little it covered, how water still dripped from my hair onto the stone floor. “Mr. Kane—Victor,” I corrected quickly, remembering Emma’s insistence years ago. “Thank you so much for letting me stay. I promise I’ll be out of your hair soon.”

He set his leather weekender bag down with controlled grace, loosening his tie further with one hand. The motion drew my eyes to strong forearms, the expensive watch glinting on his wrist. “Stay as long as you need,” he said, tone leaving no room for argument. “This house is far too empty most days.” His gaze lingered a fraction too long—on the wet strands clinging to my collarbone, the way the towel gaped slightly at my chest—before returning to my face. Something unreadable flickered in those green eyes. “Make yourself at home.”

Emma rolled her eyes dramatically. “Dad, stop being intense. We’re having pool time. You should join us—decompress from the flight.”

Victor gave a tired but genuine smile that transformed his face, softening the hard lines. “I’ve got calls to return first. Later, perhaps.” He glanced at me once more—slow, deliberate—before turning away. “I’ll have staff bring fresh towels.”

Staff. Of course there was staff.

Emma flopped onto a lounge chair as his footsteps receded. “Ignore him. Jet lag makes him grumpy. Though honestly, he’s always a little intense.” She grinned. “You okay? You look like you saw a ghost.”

I forced a laugh, sinking onto the chair beside her, legs still shaky. “Just… wasn’t expecting company.”

That night, sleep wouldn’t come. The house felt different with him in it—larger, charged. Every creak of settling beams sounded like footsteps. I kept replaying the way he’d looked at me: not unkind, but… aware. Like he’d cataloged every detail of wet skin and clinging fabric.

Eventually, I slipped downstairs for water, barefoot in tiny silk sleep shorts and the matching camisole. The kitchen was dark except for soft under-cabinet lights glowing golden across marble counters. I was filling a glass at the fridge dispenser when movement caught my eye.

Victor stood at the island, back to me, shirtless, pouring amber liquid into a crystal tumbler. The dim light carved shadows across broad shoulders, the taper of his waist, muscles shifting under smooth skin as he moved. Dark hair dusted his back, trailing down to where low-slung sweatpants rode on narrow hips. He looked like a sculpture come to life—powerful, controlled, utterly male.

He turned, not startled, just… aware. Green eyes found me in the shadows, traveling slowly over bare legs, the thin silk clinging to curves, nipples visible through the fabric in the cool air.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked, voice rougher than earlier, like gravel wrapped in velvet.

I clutched the cold glass tighter, suddenly breathless. “Just thirsty.”

He leaned against the island, whiskey glass in hand, watching me. The scent of him reached me—clean soap, faint expensive cologne, something darker and warmer underneath. “Help yourself,” he said, the words carrying weight. “To anything in the house.”

The silence stretched, charged. His gaze dropped to my mouth, lingered.

Then he raised his glass slightly. “Goodnight, Lily.”

I fled upstairs, heart pounding so hard I felt it in my throat, body aching with awareness I had no right to feel.

Because Victor Kane wasn’t just Emma’s dad.

He was the most dangerously attractive man I’d ever seen.

And he’d just looked at me like he wanted to devour me whole.


Chapter 3: Unsettled

The days after Victor’s unexpected return settled into a rhythm that felt both comforting and dangerously charged. The Kane estate, once a peaceful sanctuary where Emma and I could hide from the world, now hummed with a new energy—his energy. Victor Kane didn’t simply occupy space; he commanded it. Every room he entered seemed to shrink around his presence, the air growing thicker, warmer, more electric.

I told myself it was just the contrast. After years of cramped apartments and noisy dorms, being around a man who carried himself with such quiet authority was bound to feel intense. That was all. Nothing more.

But my body wasn’t listening.

Mornings started with coffee in the sun-drenched kitchen. Victor was an early riser—always up before the staff arrived, already dressed in tailored slacks and a crisp button-down, sleeves rolled to the elbow as he read the Wall Street Journal on his tablet or took calls in a low, decisive voice. He’d look up when I entered, green eyes sharpening as they took me in: sleep-tousled hair, bare feet, whatever borrowed silk or cotton sleep set I’d thrown on.

“Good morning, Lily,” he’d say, voice still rough from sleep, and the way he lingered on my name sent heat curling low in my belly.

He never forgot how I took my coffee—black with exactly two sugars—and would slide a fresh mug across the marble island before I could reach the pot. The small gesture felt intimate, like he’d been paying attention long before I’d ever noticed.

“Thank you,” I’d murmur, wrapping both hands around the warm ceramic, hyper-aware of how close his fingers had brushed mine.

He’d nod, eyes flicking briefly over my legs or the way the camisole dipped at my chest before returning to his screen. Polite. Controlled. But I felt the weight of that glance like a physical touch.

Emma slept late most days, so breakfast was often just the two of us in comfortable silence. I’d perch on a barstool sketching on my tablet—ideas for class projects I’d been neglecting—while he worked. Occasionally he’d ask a question: “What’s that one?” pointing to a logo concept on my screen. I’d explain, and he’d listen intently, offering sharp, insightful feedback that made me see my own work differently.

“You have real talent,” he said one morning, leaning over to study a branding mockup. His arm brushed mine, warm skin and faint cologne—something spicy and expensive—filling my senses. “You should be interning at a top firm, not wasting time in retail.”

I swallowed, throat dry. “I’m working on applications.”

He nodded approval. “If you need introductions, let me know.”

The offer was casual, but it landed heavy. Victor Kane didn’t make empty promises.

By mid-morning, he’d retreat to his study—a wood-paneled room overlooking the indoor pool atrium. Floor-to-ceiling glass gave him a perfect view of the water, the lounge chairs, anyone swimming. I tried not to think about that when I did my laps.

Because I swam every day now. Partly to burn off restless energy, partly because the water quieted the noise in my head. I’d slip into one of Emma’s bikinis—today a deep emerald green that made my skin look warmer—and dive in, cutting through the cool turquoise with strong, steady strokes. The atrium was my favorite place in the house: glass ceiling letting in natural light, tropical plants framing the edges, the faint scent of chlorine and hibiscus. When I swam, I could almost forget Tyler, forget the humiliation, forget everything except the burn in my lungs and the silk of water over skin.

But I wasn’t alone anymore.

More than once, I surfaced at the end of a lap to find Victor standing at his study window, phone to his ear, watching. He never waved or acknowledged me directly, but I felt his gaze like sunlight—intense, warming. I’d pretend not to notice, flipping underwater to push off the wall again, but my strokes grew self-conscious, body hyper-aware of every movement.

One afternoon, I emerged dripping to find him actually outside the study, leaning against the doorframe in shirtsleeves, arms crossed. The glass door was open, letting in the humid atrium air.

“Enjoying the pool?” he asked, voice carrying easily over the water sounds.

I nodded, wringing out my hair, suddenly breathless for reasons that had nothing to do with exercise. “It’s perfect. Thank you again—for everything.”

He stepped closer, eyes tracking a droplet sliding down my collarbone, disappearing into the bikini top. “You don’t need to keep thanking me, Lily. You’re Emma’s family. That makes you welcome here.”

The word family should have settled things. Instead, it made my stomach flip.

Emma remained blissfully oblivious, wrapped up in her own world—video calls with friends, planning a weekend getaway, applying for summer internships. She’d drag me shopping or to brunches, but evenings often found her crashing early, leaving Victor and me to orbit each other in the quiet house.

Those evenings became my favorite and most dangerous hours.

We’d end up in the kitchen, me making tea or raiding the fridge for leftovers, him pouring a drink after long conference calls. Conversation flowed easily—books (he loved classics; I preferred contemporary fiction with messy heroines), travel (he’d been everywhere; I’d barely left the state), music (we overlapped on jazz and old soul). He asked about my parents’ divorce, listening without judgment as I admitted how it had made me terrified of depending on anyone.

“Independence is strength,” he said one night, leaning against the counter in low-slung sweatpants and a soft T-shirt that clung to his chest. “But so is knowing when to let someone carry you.”

His eyes held mine, something unspoken flickering there.

I looked away first, heart racing.

Another night, I found him in the home theater alone, watching an old black-and-white film—Casablanca, the scene where Ilsa asks Sam to play “As Time Goes By.” The room was dark, screen light flickering across sharp features, silver threads in his hair catching blue tones.

I hesitated in the doorway. “Mind company?”

He paused the film, gesturing to the plush recliner beside him. “Please.”

I curled up, tucking bare feet under me, wearing nothing but tiny cotton shorts and an oversized T-shirt I’d stolen from Emma’s closet. The room smelled faintly of leather and his cologne. We watched in companionable silence until the airport scene.

“Emma says your ex was a fool,” he said quietly during a lull.

I huffed a bitter laugh. “That’s putting it kindly.”

His hand rested on the wide armrest between our seats, inches from my thigh. “You deserve someone who sees you clearly, Lily. Who values what you bring to the table.”

The air grew thick. His fingers shifted—barely—brushing the edge of my shorts. Electricity shot up my leg.

“What do you see?” I asked, voice barely above a whisper.

He turned, green eyes dark in the low light. “A beautiful, intelligent woman who’s been hurt more than she lets on. Who’s stronger than she realizes.” A pause. “Who needs to be cherished properly.”

The word cherished hung between us, heavy with promise.

His thumb traced a slow circle on the armrest—close enough that I felt the heat of his skin without actual contact. My breath caught.

Then the credits rolled, breaking the spell. He stood, offering a hand to help me up. I took it—his palm warm, calloused in places, grip firm. He didn’t let go immediately.

“Goodnight, Lily,” he said, voice rough.

“Goodnight, Victor.”

I fled upstairs, body thrumming, replaying every word, every glance.

The next day, I swam harder than ever, trying to outrun the growing ache inside me. When I climbed out, dripping and breathless, he was there—leaning against the atrium doorframe in workout clothes, towel slung over his shoulder.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked.

I should have said I was done. Instead, I shook my head.

He dove in with clean, powerful strokes—far better than mine. We swam laps side by side, not racing, just moving through the water in sync. When we paused at the deep end, treading water, his shoulder brushed mine.

“You’re good,” he said, water beading on his lashes.

“So are you.”

Our eyes locked. For a moment, the world narrowed to just us—cool water, warm sun through glass, the sound of our breathing.

Then he pushed off the wall, swimming away.

I stayed floating, heart pounding harder than any workout could explain.

Because Victor Kane wasn’t just Emma’s dad anymore.

He was the man who looked at me like I was something precious.

And I was starting to crave that look more than air.


Chapter 4: Late Nights

The house grew quieter as the evenings deepened, the kind of quiet that only exists in homes built for more people than currently lived in them. Emma’s internship applications kept her glued to her laptop until exhaustion claimed her, usually by ten or eleven. She’d kiss my cheek, mumble something about an early Zoom call, and disappear upstairs, leaving the lower floor bathed in soft lamplight and silence.

That silence became ours—mine and Victor’s.

It started innocently enough. I’d wander downstairs for herbal tea to calm the restless energy that kept sleep at bay, or to grab a late-night snack from the massive double-door fridge. He’d already be there, winding down from a day of calls and deals that spanned continents. Sometimes in tailored slacks and an open-collared shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms dusted with dark hair. Sometimes in soft sweatpants and a T-shirt that clung to his chest and shoulders in a way that made my mouth go dry. Always with a crystal tumbler of whiskey or bourbon in hand, the amber liquid catching the under-cabinet lights like liquid gold.

The first few nights, we exchanged polite good-evenings and went our separate ways. But the kitchen island was wide and inviting, the stools comfortable, and conversation came too easily to resist.

One night, about a week after his return, I found him standing at the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room, staring out at the darkened estate grounds. The pool lights were off, the water a black mirror reflecting the moon. He held his drink loosely, one hand in his pocket, posture relaxed but alert—like a lion at rest.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked softly from the doorway.

He turned, green eyes finding me immediately. I’d come down in the silk camisole and shorts set Emma had bought me—pale peach this time, the fabric sliding cool and slippery against my skin. My hair was loose and still damp from a late shower, curling at the ends.

“Old habit,” he said, voice low. “I decompress better with quiet and a view.” He gestured to the expanse of dark lawn and trees. “Join me?”

I should have said no. Instead, I padded across the hardwood and stood beside him, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from his body. The glass was cool against my shoulder where I leaned.

“It’s beautiful,” I murmured. “Peaceful.”

He hummed agreement. “I bought this place after Emma’s mother passed. Needed space to breathe. Somewhere she could grow up without feeling suffocated by grief.” His tone was matter-of-fact, but I heard the old pain beneath it.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “Emma doesn’t talk about her much.”

“She was eight when Elena died. Old enough to remember, young enough to need protecting from it.” He took a sip of his drink. “Some nights I still expect to hear her humming in the kitchen.”

The vulnerability caught me off guard. Victor Kane was power and control personified—boardrooms, private jets, staff who jumped at a glance. Seeing this side of him—quiet, reflective, human—made something in my chest tighten.

We stood in silence for a long moment, just watching the night. Then he spoke again. “What keeps you awake, Lily?”

The question was gentle, but it pierced straight through my defenses. “Everything,” I admitted. “Tyler. How stupid I feel. How I ignored all the signs. Wondering what’s wrong with me that he needed someone else.”

He turned fully toward me then, eyes intense. “Nothing is wrong with you.” The words were firm, almost fierce. “He was a boy who didn’t know what he had. That’s on him, not you.”

Heat prickled behind my eyes. “It doesn’t feel that way.”

Victor set his glass on the nearby console table with a soft clink. Then, slowly—giving me every chance to step away—he reached out and tucked a damp strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered against my cheek, thumb brushing the corner of my mouth.

“You are worth far more than he ever appreciated,” he said quietly. “Beautiful. Intelligent. Kind. Passionate about your art. Any man would be lucky to have your attention.”

My breath caught. His touch was light, but it burned. I could smell his cologne—warm spice and cedar—mixed with the faint smokiness of bourbon. His thumb traced my lower lip once, barely there, and my knees went weak.

“Victor…” I whispered, not sure if it was protest or plea.

He dropped his hand, but didn’t step back. “Forgive me. I overstepped.”

“No,” I said quickly. “You didn’t.”

The air between us crackled. For a heartbeat, I thought he might kiss me. Instead, he picked up his glass again.

“Goodnight, Lily.”

I fled upstairs, heart pounding, body thrumming with awareness.

The pattern repeated over the next nights, each encounter stretching longer, growing more charged.

We’d talk about everything and nothing. Books—he’d press leather-bound classics into my hands, dog-earing pages he thought I’d love. Travel—he described Santorini sunsets and Tokyo nights in vivid detail that made me ache to see them. Music—we discovered overlapping taste in old soul records, and one night he put on Marvin Gaye in the living room, volume low, while we shared a bottle of wine on the oversized sectional.

I learned things about him I’d never known. How he’d built his company from nothing after Emma’s mom died, working eighteen-hour days to keep grief at bay. How he hated ties but wore them because boardrooms expected it. How he secretly loved cooking but rarely had anyone to cook for.

He learned about me too—my fear of failure, my dream of opening a design studio one day, how Tyler had made me feel small near the end.

Each conversation peeled back another layer, drawing us closer in ways that felt dangerously natural.

One particularly warm night, I found him in the home theater alone. The massive screen glowed with Casablanca, the scene where Rick watches Ilsa walk into his gin joint. The room was dark except for screen light, leather recliners inviting. He sat in the center row, drink in hand, looking impossibly handsome in soft gray sweatpants and a black T-shirt that stretched across his chest.

I hesitated in the doorway. “Mind company?”

He paused the film immediately, gesturing to the seat beside him. “Never. Please.”

I curled up, tucking bare feet under me. I’d come down in cotton sleep shorts and a thin tank top—no bra, nipples tightening in the cool theater air. His eyes flicked over me once, darkening, before returning to the screen.

We watched in silence for a while. During the scene where Ilsa asks Sam to play “As Time Goes By,” Victor spoke quietly.

“Emma says your ex was a fool.”

I huffed a bitter laugh. “That’s putting it kindly.”

He shifted, arm stretching along the back of the wide seat behind me—not touching, but close enough that I felt his warmth. “You deserve someone who sees you clearly, Lily. Who values what you bring to the table.”

My pulse raced. “And what do you see?”

He turned, green eyes burning in the low light. “Everything he missed.” His voice dropped. “A woman who’s beautiful when she laughs. Who bites her lip when she’s concentrating on a sketch. Who swims like she’s trying to outrun her own thoughts. Who’s kind even when she’s hurting.”

I couldn’t breathe. His hand moved from the seat back to brush my hair from my shoulder, fingers trailing lightly down my arm.

“Someone who deserves to be cherished,” he finished roughly. “Properly.”

The word hung between us, loaded. His thumb traced slow circles on my bare shoulder—barely there touches that set my skin on fire. I leaned into it without thinking.

“Victor,” I whispered.

He stilled, but didn’t pull away. “Tell me to stop.”

I didn’t.

Instead, I turned toward him. The movie played on, forgotten. Our faces were inches apart, his breath warm against my lips. I could see flecks of gold in his green eyes, the faint scar through his left eyebrow, the way his pulse beat at his throat.

His hand slid to the nape of my neck, thumb stroking my jaw. “Lily…”

The kiss started slow—testing, giving me every chance to pull away. His lips were soft at first, tasting of bourbon and something darker. When I parted for him, he deepened it, tongue stroking mine with devastating patience. The hand at my neck tightened possessively as he angled my head for better access.

I melted. Years of imagining what a real kiss might feel like, and this—this was beyond anything I’d dreamed. He kissed like he did everything else: with complete focus, complete control, complete devotion to the moment.

When we finally broke apart, both breathing hard, he rested his forehead against mine.

“This is dangerous,” he murmured.

“I know.”

“We should stop.”

I traced his lower lip with my thumb. “Do you want to?”

His eyes closed briefly. When they opened, the hunger in them stole my breath. “God, no.”

He kissed me again—deeper, hungrier. His hands slid down my sides, gripping my waist to pull me into his lap. I straddled him without hesitation, feeling the hard length of him through thin layers of cotton and silk. He groaned into my mouth as I rocked instinctively, the friction sending sparks through my core.

But then—voices in the hallway. Emma’s laugh, followed by the sound of her door closing upstairs.

We froze.

Victor’s hands tightened on my hips, holding me still. After a long moment, he lifted me gently back to my seat, both of us breathing like we’d run miles.

“Not here,” he said roughly. “Not like this.”

I nodded, throat tight.

He stood, offering a hand to help me up. His grip lingered.

“Goodnight, Lily,” he said, voice strained.

I fled upstairs, body thrumming, lips swollen, every nerve ending alive.

Because the line we’d been dancing around?

We’d just leaped across it.

And there was no going back.


Chapter 5: The Pool

The night Emma left for her weekend getaway felt different from the start—like the house itself was holding its breath.

She’d been buzzing with excitement all day: packing a designer weekender, chattering about the lake house her friends had rented, the boat rides and bonfires planned. I helped her choose outfits, laughed at her dramatic indecision over bikinis, and waved from the front steps as her Uber disappeared down the long driveway. The taillights vanished around the bend, and sudden quiet rushed in like floodwater.

For the first time since Victor’s return, we were completely alone.

I tried to act normal. Dinner was a quiet affair—Victor grilled salmon on the patio while I made a salad, the evening air warm and heavy with jasmine from the trellis. We ate at the outdoor table under string lights, conversation careful: her trip, my latest design project, the weather. But every glance across the table felt loaded, every brush of fingers when passing the wine charged. His eyes kept drifting to my mouth, my throat, the thin straps of my sundress.

Afterward, he retreated to his study for a call. I cleaned up slowly, loading the dishwasher with deliberate care, trying to quiet the restless energy humming under my skin. The kiss in the theater two nights ago had changed everything. We hadn’t repeated it—hadn’t even been alone long enough—but the memory lived in my body: the taste of bourbon on his tongue, the possessive grip at my nape, the hard length of him under me.

I needed to burn it off.

The indoor pool called like a siren. It was late—past ten—but the atrium lights were on a timer, casting rippling turquoise reflections across the glass ceiling. I changed into the emerald bikini I’d worn earlier that week, the one that tied at my neck and hips, and slipped downstairs quietly. The house was silent except for the distant murmur of Victor’s voice behind the closed study door.

I dove in without hesitation. The water was cool silk, shocking against sun-warmed skin from the day. Chlorine stung my nose as I cut through it, strong freestyle strokes pulling me end to end. I swam hard—twenty laps, thirty—until my lungs burned and muscles trembled. When I finally stopped, clinging to the edge in the deep end, chest heaving, the only sounds were my ragged breathing and water lapping gently against tile.

That’s when I felt him.

I turned, water streaming from my hair, and there he was—leaning against the open glass doorway to the atrium, arms crossed over his chest. He’d changed since dinner: soft black sweatpants riding low on his hips, a fitted gray T-shirt that clung to broad shoulders and defined chest. No shoes. Hair slightly tousled, as if he’d run frustrated hands through it. Green eyes fixed on me with unmistakable intensity.

He didn’t speak at first. Just watched as I treaded water, hyper-aware of how the wet bikini clung transparently—fabric darkened, nipples tight and visible, the ties at my hips straining slightly.

“You swim like you’re trying to escape something,” he said finally, voice carrying easily over the quiet splash of water.

I swallowed, throat dry despite being submerged. “Maybe I am.”

His gaze darkened. He pushed off the doorframe, walking slowly along the pool’s edge until he stood directly above me. Moonlight filtered through the glass roof, silvering the edges of his jaw, the strong line of his throat.

“Escape what, Lily?”

You. This. The way you make me feel.

I didn’t say it. Instead, I pushed off the wall, swimming to the shallow steps. Water streamed off me in sheets as I emerged—down my arms, my stomach, pooling at my feet on the warm stone. The bikini was essentially see-through now, clinging like a second skin. Cool air raised goosebumps everywhere, tightening my nipples further.

I should have reached for my towel.

I didn’t.

I stood there, dripping, letting him look.

His breath hitched—barely audible, but I heard it. His eyes raked over me slowly, deliberately: starting at painted toes, up endless legs, lingering where water beaded on my thighs, over the flat plane of my stomach, the swell of breasts barely contained by wet triangles. When his gaze reached my face, it was hungry. Predatory.

“You’re stunning,” he said simply, voice rough like gravel.

The words hit low in my belly, heat pooling despite the chill. I took a step toward him—then another—until we were only feet apart. Water dripped from my hair onto my shoulders, tracing cold paths between my breasts.

“Victor,” I whispered. It wasn’t a question. It was permission.

He closed the distance in three strides.

His hands cupped my face—large, warm, slightly trembling with restraint—as he kissed me. No tentative testing this time. This was deep, claiming, desperate. I opened for him instantly, tasting bourbon and raw want. His tongue stroked mine with devastating skill, drawing a moan from my throat that he swallowed greedily.

I pressed against him, wet body soaking his clothes, but he didn’t seem to care. His hands slid down my slick skin—over shoulders, down my back, gripping my ass hard enough to lift me slightly onto my toes. I wrapped arms around his neck, fingers tangling in thick hair, pulling him closer.

He backed me against the tiled wall beside the pool steps—cool against my heated skin, a shocking contrast that made me gasp into his mouth. His thigh wedged between mine, pressing up against my core. Even through wet fabric and his sweatpants, I felt how hard he was—thick, heavy, pulsing.

I rocked instinctively, grinding against him. He growled low in his throat, breaking the kiss to trail open-mouthed bites down my neck, sucking hard enough to leave marks. One hand yanked at the tie behind my neck; the bikini top loosened, falling away. Cool air hit my bare breasts, nipples aching.

He stared for a heartbeat—eyes black with lust—before his mouth descended. He took one nipple between lips, tongue swirling, teeth grazing just hard enough to make me cry out. His hand cupped the other breast, thumb rolling the peak in time with his mouth. Pleasure shot straight to my clit, sharp and electric.

“Victor—please—”

He switched sides, lavishing the same attention until I was writhing, hips grinding shamelessly against his thigh. Water dripped from my hair onto his shoulders, soaking his shirt further. The scent of chlorine and arousal hung thick in the humid air.

His free hand slid down my stomach, fingers hooking into the ties at my hips. One sharp tug and the bottoms loosened, falling to the stone with a wet slap. I was completely naked now, pressed against cool tile by his fully clothed body—the contrast maddening.

He dropped to his knees without warning.

I gasped as he spread my thighs wider, hands gripping just above my knees. His breath ghosted over my slick folds—hot, teasing. I was drenched, swollen, aching.

“So ready for me,” he murmured reverently, voice rough. Then his mouth was on me.

The first long lick drew a broken cry from my throat. He devoured me like a starving man—tongue delving deep, lapping at my entrance before circling my clit with devastating precision. One thick finger slid inside me, then two, curling to stroke that secret spot that made stars burst behind my eyes.

I clutched his hair, hips rocking against his face, chasing the building pressure. Wet sounds filled the atrium—obscene, intoxicating—mixed with my breathless moans and his low growls of approval. When he sucked my clit hard, fingers pumping relentlessly, I shattered.

The orgasm crashed over me in violent waves—thighs trembling, walls clenching around his fingers, a hot rush of release coating his tongue. He didn’t stop, licking me through it gently until I sagged against the tile, boneless.

Then he stood, eyes blazing, lips glistening with me.

I reached for him with shaking hands, yanking his soaked shirt over his head. His chest was magnificent—broad, defined, dark hair trailing down sculpted abs to where his sweatpants tented impressively. I traced the ridges with trembling fingers, feeling him shudder.

He kissed me again—fierce, letting me taste myself on his tongue. While I was distracted, he shoved his sweatpants down just enough. His cock sprang free—thick, heavy, curved upward, the broad head flushed and slick with pre-cum.

I wrapped my hand around him—velvet over steel, throbbing hotly. He groaned into my mouth as I stroked once, twice.

Then he lifted me effortlessly, hands under my thighs, pressing me back against the tile. My legs wrapped around his waist instinctively. The head of his cock nudged my entrance, sliding through slick folds.

“Look at me,” he commanded roughly.

I met his eyes—dark, possessive—as he thrust inside in one smooth, relentless stroke.

The stretch burned deliciously. He filled me completely, deeper than I thought possible, hitting places that made my vision blur. We both groaned—mine high and breathless, his low and guttural.

He held still for a moment, forehead against mine, breathing ragged. “So tight,” he rasped. “Perfect.”

Then he started moving.

Slow at first—long, deep strokes that dragged along every sensitive inch inside me. The tile was cool against my back, his body scorching against my front. Water from my skin soaked us both, making everything slick. Each thrust pushed me higher up the wall, his hands gripping my ass to control the angle.

I clung to his shoulders, nails digging in, moaning his name like a prayer. The wet slap of skin echoed in the atrium, mingling with our heavy breathing and the faint splash of residual pool water.

He sped up gradually—harder, faster, pounding into me with controlled power. One hand slid between us, thumb finding my clit, rubbing tight circles. The dual sensation—his thick cock stretching me, his thumb merciless—sent me spiraling toward another peak.

“Come for me,” he growled against my neck, teeth grazing skin. “Let me feel you.”

I shattered again—harder this time, walls clenching rhythmically around him, vision whiting out. He thrust through it, drawing it out until I was sobbing with pleasure.

Then his rhythm faltered. “Lily—fuck—”

He slammed deep one last time, roaring my name as he came—hot, thick pulses flooding me, marking me inside. I felt every spurt, the warmth spreading as he jerked again and again.

We stayed pressed together, trembling, his face buried in my neck. Slowly, he lowered me until my feet touched stone, but kept me pinned gently, still inside.

After a long moment, he pulled back to look at me—eyes softer now, almost reverent.

“You okay?” he asked, voice hoarse.

I nodded, throat too raw for words. Every inch of me felt claimed, used, cherished.

He kissed me gently this time—slow, tender—before pulling out carefully. Warmth trickled down my thigh. He grabbed my discarded towel, cleaning me with surprising tenderness, then himself.

When he straightened, he cupped my face again.

“This changes everything,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

He searched my eyes. “No regrets?”

“None,” I whispered.

A slow smile curved his mouth—the first real one I’d seen from him in days. He wrapped the towel around me, then lifted me into his arms like I weighed nothing.

“Where—?”

“My bed,” he said simply. “We’re not done tonight.”

And as he carried me through the quiet house, my body already aching for more, I knew he was right.

We were only just beginning.


Chapter 6: First Surrender

Victor carried me through the quiet house as if I weighed nothing, my naked body wrapped only in the damp towel he’d pressed around me. Water from my hair dripped onto his bare chest, tracing cold paths through the dark hair there, but he didn’t seem to notice. His arms were steel bands under my thighs and back, heartbeat strong and steady against my cheek where I’d tucked my face into his neck. He smelled like chlorine, sweat, and the faint spice of his cologne—intoxicating, overwhelming.

The master suite door stood at the end of the upstairs hallway, one I’d never crossed before. He shouldered it open without breaking stride, kicking it shut behind us with a soft thud that echoed in the sudden hush.

The room enveloped us in darkness broken only by moonlight spilling through tall, uncurtained windows. It was massive—vaulted ceiling, dark wood beams, a fireplace cold and silent on one wall. The king bed dominated the far side: low platform, crisp white linens turned down invitingly, pillows piled high. Everything smelled strongly of him—cedar from the paneling, that same cologne lingering on fabrics, something darker and warmer that was purely Victor.

He didn’t bother with lights. Just carried me straight to the bed and laid me down in the center like something precious. The towel fell away as he straightened, leaving me completely bare on cool, high-thread-count sheets. Goosebumps raced over my skin—part chill, part anticipation. Moonlight painted silver stripes across my body, highlighting curves and hollows, the faint red marks his mouth had left on my neck and breasts.

Victor stood at the foot of the bed, eyes raking over me slowly—possessive, reverent. His sweatpants hung low, the clear outline of his still-hard cock visible. He hadn’t come earlier; he’d focused entirely on me. The realization sent fresh heat pooling between my thighs.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, voice rough. He reached for the waistband of his pants, shoving them down and stepping free. Naked now, he was magnificent—broad shoulders tapering to narrow hips, powerful thighs, that thick, heavy cock curving upward, flushed and slick at the tip.

I couldn’t look away. My mouth went dry.

He crawled onto the bed slowly, predator-stalking-prey, until he hovered over me on hands and knees. The mattress dipped under his weight, sheets whispering. His eyes never left mine.

“Tell me you want this,” he said quietly. “Tell me you want me.”

I reached up, fingers tracing the sharp line of his jaw, the faint stubble rasping against my skin. “I want you,” I whispered. “All of you.”

Something fierce flashed in his eyes. He lowered himself slowly, chest brushing my breasts, until his weight settled over me—warm, solid, overwhelming. His mouth found mine in a deep, claiming kiss—tongue stroking slowly, tasting every corner like he had all night. I arched into him, nipples grazing chest hair, sending sparks straight to my core.

His hands explored with deliberate patience—down my throat, over collarbones, cupping my breasts with reverent care. Thumbs circled nipples until they ached, then rolled them gently, drawing gasps from me that he swallowed. He broke the kiss to trail open-mouthed bites down my neck, sucking new marks into skin already blooming from the pool.

When his mouth closed over one nipple—hot, wet, tongue swirling—I cried out, fingers tangling in his thick hair. He lavished attention on both breasts until I was writhing, hips rocking up against his thigh wedged between mine, seeking friction.

He moved lower—kissing down my stomach, tongue dipping into my navel, hands spreading my thighs wide. Moonlight caught on the sheen of arousal coating my inner thighs. He inhaled deeply, eyes closing briefly.

“You smell incredible,” he growled. Then his mouth was on me again.

This time was slower than by the pool—torturous. Long, flat licks from entrance to clit, savoring every inch. He speared his tongue inside me, fucking me with it until I was sobbing for more. When he finally sucked my clit—gentle pulses timed perfectly—two thick fingers slid inside, curling to stroke that devastating spot.

I came hard, back arching off the bed, thighs clamping around his head. He didn’t stop, licking softly through the aftershocks until I was trembling, oversensitive.

Then he rose over me again, settling between my thighs. His cock nudged my entrance—hot, heavy, slick with pre-cum. He rubbed the head through my folds, coating himself, teasing my clit until I whimpered.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

I forced my eyes open. His face was taut with restraint, jaw clenched, eyes burning.

He pushed in slowly—inch by agonizing inch. The stretch was intense, deeper than by the pool, every ridge and vein dragging along sensitive walls. I felt impossibly full, the slight burn quickly melting into exquisite pleasure as he bottomed out, hips flush against mine.

We both groaned.

He held still, forehead pressed to mine, breathing ragged. “So tight,” he rasped. “So perfect.”

Then he started moving.

Slow, deep strokes at first—pulling almost all the way out before sinking back in, letting me feel every inch. The drag lit up nerves I didn’t know existed. Moonlight painted moving shadows across his back as muscles flexed and released. The room filled with wet sounds, my breathless moans, his low grunts.

I wrapped legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, urging deeper. He obliged, angling hips until each thrust bumped my cervix in a way that made stars burst behind my eyes. One hand slid under my ass, lifting me slightly for better leverage.

Pressure coiled tighter in my belly—molten heat building relentlessly. His mouth found mine again, swallowing my cries as he sped up gradually—harder, faster, but still controlled.

When his thumb found my clit, rubbing tight circles in time with his thrusts, I shattered.

The orgasm tore through me—walls spasming wildly around him, pleasure crashing in waves so intense my vision whited out. I felt the hot flood of my release, heard the obscene squelch as he kept moving through it.

He didn’t stop. Flipped me suddenly onto my stomach, pulling hips up until I was on knees. The new angle felt impossibly deeper. He drove back in with one hard thrust that forced air from my lungs.

From behind, he was relentless—long, punishing strokes slapping against my ass, one hand fisted gently in my hair, arching my back. The other came down in a sharp spank—heat blooming instantly. I pushed back into him, begging wordlessly.

“Like that?” he growled, spanking again. “My good girl.”

The words sent me spiraling toward another peak. When it hit, I buried my face in the pillow to muffle screams, body shaking as fresh waves rolled through me.

His rhythm faltered—thrusts growing erratic. “Lily—fuck—”

He slammed deep and came with a guttural roar, cock swelling as hot pulses flooded me. I felt every spurt, warmth spreading as he jerked again and again, grinding against my ass until spent.

We collapsed sideways, still joined, his chest to my back. Arms wrapped around me possessively—one hand cupping my breast, the other splayed over my stomach. Our breathing slowed together.

After long minutes, he pressed kisses to my shoulder, my neck.

“You okay?” he asked softly.

I nodded, throat raw. “More than okay.”

He pulled out slowly, warmth trickling down my thigh. Disappeared briefly to the bathroom, returning with a warm cloth. The gentleness as he cleaned me—careful strokes between swollen folds, wiping away our combined release—made my chest ache.

When he slid back into bed, he pulled me against him, legs tangled, my back to his chest.

“Stay,” he murmured against my hair.

I did.

Sleep came eventually, wrapped in his arms, body sore and sated, heart dangerously full.

Because tonight, I hadn’t just had sex.

I’d surrendered completely.

And I already knew I’d do it again.

As many times as he’d let me.


Chapter 7: Addiction

I woke to the pale gray light of early dawn filtering through the tall windows of Victor’s bedroom. The sheets were tangled around my legs, cool against skin that still felt feverish. Every muscle ached in the most delicious way—thighs trembling when I shifted, a deep, satisfying soreness between my legs that brought every moment of the night rushing back in vivid detail.

Victor was already awake, propped on one elbow beside me, watching. His dark hair was tousled from my fingers, green eyes soft in the dim light. The sheet rode low on his hips, revealing the sculpted plane of his chest, the faint red scratches my nails had left across his shoulder. He looked younger like this—less the untouchable tycoon, more the man who’d spent hours worshiping my body until I’d lost count of how many times he’d made me come.

“Morning,” he murmured, voice gravel-rough. His hand slid across the sheet to rest on my bare hip, thumb tracing lazy circles over the faint bruise his grip had left.

“Morning,” I whispered back, throat raw from crying out his name. I stretched slowly, feeling the pull in places I’d never used before. A small, involuntary whimper escaped as the movement tugged at tender inner muscles.

His eyes darkened instantly. “Sore?”

“A little,” I admitted, cheeks heating. “In the best way.”

A slow, possessive smile curved his mouth. He leaned in, pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead, then my lips—soft, lingering, tasting of sleep and satisfaction. “Good.”

We stayed like that for a long time, tangled in sheets that smelled overwhelmingly of sex and us. His fingers traced idle patterns along my spine, over the curve of my waist, dipping into the hollow above my hip. Every touch was light, reverent, but it still sent sparks skittering across my skin. My body responded shamelessly—nipples tightening, heat rebuilding low in my belly despite the ache.

Eventually, he rolled me onto my back, settling between my thighs with careful weight on his elbows. His cock was already hard again, hot against my stomach. He kissed me slowly—deep, drugging kisses that made the world narrow to just his mouth, his tongue, the rasp of stubble against my jaw.

When he pulled back, eyes searching mine, I nodded before he even asked.

He reached for the bedside drawer, pulling out a foil packet. I watched, fascinated, as he rolled the condom on with practiced efficiency. Then he was back over me, nudging my legs wider.

“Tell me if it’s too much,” he said roughly.

He entered me slowly—agonizingly slowly—watching my face for every reaction. The stretch burned at first, my body still swollen from the night before, but the burn quickly melted into pleasure as he filled me inch by inch. I felt every ridge, every throb, until he was seated fully, hips flush against mine.

We both exhaled shakily.

He started moving—gentle, rolling thrusts that dragged along sensitive walls, reigniting nerves still raw from overuse. His mouth found my breast, tongue swirling around one nipple as his hand cupped the other. Pleasure built gradually, a warm tide instead of the frantic storm of last night.

I wrapped legs around his waist, heels pressing into the small of his back, urging him deeper. He obliged, pace increasing just enough to push me higher without pain. When his thumb found my clit—light, perfect circles—I came apart slowly, waves rolling through me in long, luxurious pulses. He followed moments later, burying his face in my neck with a muffled groan, hips jerking as he spilled inside the condom.

After, he disposed of it carefully, then pulled me against his chest. We dozed like that—limbs tangled, hearts slowing together—until sunlight fully flooded the room.

The day passed in a haze of discovery.

We showered together in his massive marble bathroom—rainfall head cascading hot water over us as he washed my hair with strong, careful fingers, then knelt to lick me slowly against the glass until my legs gave out. He caught me, turning me to face the wall, entering me from behind with one smooth thrust. Water pounded against my back as he moved—deep, steady strokes that had me coming again in minutes.

Breakfast was late—nearly noon. He cooked shirtless in low-slung sweatpants: eggs Benedict with perfect hollandaise, fresh berries, strong coffee. I sat at the island in one of his button-down shirts, sleeves rolled up, nothing underneath. Every time he passed behind me, his hand brushed my neck or thigh—small, possessive touches that kept heat simmering.

After eating, he spread my design portfolio across the kitchen table, studying each piece with genuine interest. “This one,” he said, tapping a branding mockup, “is exceptional. You should pitch it to real clients.”

I flushed with pleasure. “I’m not ready.”

“You are,” he said firmly. “And I know people who’d hire you tomorrow.”

The offer hung between us—professional, but laced with the new intimacy. I didn’t answer, just leaned over to kiss him. The portfolio was forgotten as he lifted me onto the table, spreading my thighs to taste me slowly, thoroughly, until I came with his name on my lips.

Afternoon found us in the home theater. He chose an old romantic film—An Affair to Remember—and pulled me into his lap on the wide recliner. We didn’t watch much. His hands slid under the shirt, cupping my breasts, thumbs teasing nipples as the opening credits rolled. I ground against the hard ridge in his pants until he growled, flipping me to straddle him properly.

He entered me without barrier this time—I was on the pill, we’d established that in breathless whispers earlier. The difference was staggering: skin on skin, heat on heat, every sensation intensified. He let me set the pace—slow rolls of my hips at first, savoring the drag of him inside me, then faster, chasing friction against my clit. When I came, it was with his mouth on my breast, his hands gripping my ass to pull me down hard.

He flipped us suddenly, pressing me into the leather, thrusting deep and fast until he followed—spilling inside me with a groan that sounded like surrender.

Evening brought more.

Dinner on the patio—steaks he grilled, wine under emerging stars. Conversation flowed easily: his childhood, my dreams, favorite books, worst dates. Laughter came easier than it had in weeks.

After, in the wine cellar—cool, dimly lit, racks of bottles surrounding us—he bent me over a tasting table, taking me from behind with slow, deliberate strokes while whispering filthy praise in my ear. His hand between my legs brought me off twice before he let himself go.

Later, back in his bed, we went slow—face to face, legs intertwined, moving together like we’d done this forever. He kissed me through every thrust, eyes locked, until we came together in long, shuddering waves.

By the time darkness fell fully, I was utterly spent—body limp, mind floating, every inch of me marked by his mouth, his hands, his cock. He cleaned me gently again, then pulled me against his chest.

“Stay,” he murmured, lips against my temple.

I did.

Sleep came deep and dreamless, wrapped in arms that felt like home.

The addiction had taken hold completely.

I was his—body, heart, future.

And I never wanted the craving to end.


Chapter 8: Stolen Moments

Emma returned from her weekend getaway on Sunday evening, bursting through the front door with sun-kissed cheeks, a new tan line across her shoulders, and a suitcase full of lake-house stories. She hugged me tightly in the foyer, smelling like sunscreen and bonfire smoke, chattering about boat rides, late-night truth-or-dare, and a cute guy from her marketing class who’d apparently spent the entire weekend trying to impress her.

I laughed in all the right places, asked the right questions, helped her unpack souvenirs and dirty laundry. But inside, my heart hammered with a mix of relief and dread. Victor and I had spent every minute of her absence tangled together—sleeping in his bed, showering together, eating meals naked at the kitchen island, making love in every room of the house until I lost track of time and place. We’d barely left each other’s sight, let alone touch.

Now reality was back—bright, loud, and named Emma.

Victor appeared in the hallway as we carried her bags upstairs, looking every inch the composed father: tailored slacks, crisp white shirt with sleeves rolled once, hair neatly combed. Only I noticed the faint shadow of stubble he hadn’t bothered to shave, the slight redness at his throat where I’d sucked a mark the night before. His eyes met mine over Emma’s head—brief, burning—before sliding away with practiced neutrality.

“Welcome home, sweetheart,” he said, pulling Emma into a hug. “Have fun?”

“The best,” she declared, kissing his cheek. “You two survive without me?”

I felt heat flood my face. Victor’s mouth twitched almost imperceptibly.

“Barely,” he said dryly. “The house was far too quiet.”

Emma laughed, oblivious, and launched into a rapid recap of the weekend while Victor carried her suitcase the rest of the way. I trailed behind, hyper-aware of every glance, every brush of air between us.

That night set the pattern for the weeks that followed: a secret dance of restraint and stolen indulgence.

During the day, we were flawless. Victor worked long hours—calls with Asia in the early mornings, meetings in the city some afternoons. Emma filled her time with friends, gym classes, and internship prep. I swam, sketched, applied for design positions Victor had quietly forwarded me links to. We ate meals together when schedules aligned: casual family dinners on the patio, Emma dominating conversation while Victor and I sat across from each other, legs carefully not touching under the table.

But the air crackled constantly.

Every look lasted a fraction too long. Every accidental brush—his hand steadying my elbow as I reached for a glass, my hip grazing his when we passed in the hallway—sent electricity racing through me. I’d catch him watching me from his study window while I swam, or find him leaning in the kitchen doorway while I made coffee, eyes dark with memory.

The restraint was exquisite torture.

The first stolen moment came two nights after Emma’s return.

She’d gone to bed early, claiming exhaustion from travel and sun. I waited an hour, then slipped downstairs for water, heart already pounding. The kitchen was dim, lit only by under-cabinet glow. Victor was there—leaning against the island in low-slung sweatpants and nothing else, scrolling through his phone, whiskey untouched beside him.

He looked up the second I entered. The phone went dark instantly.

We didn’t speak. Just moved toward each other like magnets finally released.

He caught me around the waist, lifting me onto the cold marble island. My thin sleep shorts and tank were gone in seconds—yanked over my head and tossed aside. His mouth was on my breast before I could gasp, sucking hard, teeth grazing nipple until I arched with a stifled cry. His hand slid between my legs, finding me already soaked.

“Missed you,” he growled against my skin, two fingers thrusting deep without warning.

I bit his shoulder to stay quiet as he pumped relentlessly, thumb circling my clit. I came fast and hard, walls clenching around his fingers, muffling my moan in his neck.

He didn’t let me recover. Spun me around, bent me over the island, and entered me from behind in one smooth stroke. The angle was deep, perfect. He gripped my hips, thrusting hard but controlled—every movement measured to avoid noise. One hand snaked around to cover my mouth gently when I got too loud.

I came again, biting his palm, feeling him swell and spill inside me moments later with a shuddering groan against my spine.

After, he cleaned me tenderly with a warm cloth, kissed the marks he’d left, and sent me back upstairs with a whispered “Soon.”

It became a delicious game.

Mornings when Emma slept in: he’d find me in the laundry room folding clothes, press me against the warm dryer, and take me slow and deep from behind while the machine rumbled beneath us.

Afternoons when she was at the gym: the wine cellar—cool, dim, surrounded by bottles worth more than my car. He’d lift me onto the tasting table, spread my thighs, and feast until I was sobbing into his shoulder, then flip me over and fuck me hard among the echoes.

Evenings when she napped after long days: his shower—steam thick, water pounding as he pressed me face-first to the marble, entering me slow and relentless, one hand between my legs, the other tangled in my wet hair.

He spoiled me in secret ways.

New lingerie appeared in my drawer—black lace, crimson silk, things I’d never dared buy myself. A delicate gold necklace with a tiny diamond pendant showed up on my pillow one afternoon, note in his handwriting: Wear this tonight. I did, and he fucked me wearing only that necklace, telling me how beautiful I looked claimed by his gift.

He left jewelry in other places too—a thin gold chain anklet hidden in my sketchbook, diamond studs tucked into my swimsuit bag. Each discovery made my heart race.

We talked in whispers during stolen moments—about everything we couldn’t say at the dinner table. He told me about losing his wife young, how Emma had been his anchor, how empty the house felt until I arrived. I confessed my fears: that I wasn’t enough, that this was temporary, that Emma would hate us.

He silenced those fears with his body and his words.

“You’re everything,” he’d growl as he moved inside me. “This isn’t temporary. I’m keeping you.”

But Emma was starting to notice.

Small things at first. The way I jumped when Victor entered a room. How I blushed when he complimented my cooking. The faint marks on my neck I tried to hide with makeup or high collars.

One afternoon, she found me in the kitchen wearing one of his shirts—oversized, sleeves rolled, clearly not mine. I’d thrown it on after a quick encounter in his study while she’d been on a call.

“Nice shirt,” she said, eyebrow raised.

I froze. “I—spilled coffee on mine. Borrowed it.”

She didn’t push, but her eyes lingered.

That night, Victor took me to his bed again—Emma had gone out with friends. We made love slowly, reverently, like we were memorizing each other. After, tangled in sheets, he traced patterns on my back.

“We need to tell her,” he said quietly.

Fear spiked through me. “What if she hates me?”

He kissed my temple. “She loves you. And she wants me happy. I haven’t been this happy in years.”

I buried my face in his chest. “I’m terrified.”

“Me too,” he admitted. “But I’m more terrified of losing this. Of losing you.”

The stolen moments continued—sweeter now, edged with urgency. Every touch felt like a promise, every orgasm a vow.

Because time was running out.

Emma was noticing too much.

And soon, there’d be no more hiding.


Chapter 9: Confrontation

The afternoon sun slanted through the tall kitchen windows, turning the marble island into a sheet of warm gold. I stood at the counter slicing strawberries for a smoothie, trying to act normal. Emma had been quiet all morning—unusual for her. She’d skipped her usual gym class, lingered over coffee instead of rushing out to meet friends, and kept watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

I felt her gaze again now, heavy between my shoulder blades. My knife slipped slightly, nicking the cutting board with a sharp clack. I set it down carefully, wiping my hands on a dish towel, and turned to face her.

She was perched on a barstool, legs tucked under her, phone forgotten in her lap. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy bun, face makeup-free, green eyes—Victor’s eyes—fixed on me with unsettling intensity.

“Soph,” she said quietly. “We need to talk.”

My stomach dropped like a stone. The kitchen suddenly felt too bright, too exposed. Birds chirped outside the open window; somewhere upstairs, Victor was on a conference call, voice a low murmur through the closed study door. I’d seen him an hour ago—briefly, in the hallway—where he’d brushed a discreet kiss across my temple and whispered “later” before disappearing.

Now later felt like a lifetime away.

I leaned against the counter for support, forcing a smile that felt brittle. “About what?”

Emma didn’t smile back. She slid off the stool and walked toward me slowly, stopping just a few feet away. Close enough that I could smell her coconut shampoo, see the faint freckles across her nose from the lake weekend.

“Don’t,” she said softly. “Don’t pretend. I’m not stupid.”

The air left my lungs. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

She held up a hand, counting on her fingers. “One: you’re wearing Dad’s Harvard T-shirt again—the one he’s had since forever that suddenly keeps showing up in the laundry. Two: you jump every time he walks into a room, like you’re afraid someone will notice how you look at him. Three: the hickeys you think concealer hides. Four: I heard you last night. In his room.”

Heat flooded my face, then drained away, leaving me cold. Last night had been reckless—Emma had come home early from a study group, but we’d thought she was asleep. Apparently not.

“I—” My voice cracked. Tears pricked hot and sudden. “Emma, I’m so sorry.”

Her expression softened, but didn’t relent. “How long?”

I swallowed hard. “Since the weekend you were at the lake. It just… happened. And then it kept happening.”

She exhaled slowly, running a hand through her hair. “Jesus, Soph.”

The silence stretched, agonizing. I gripped the counter edge, knuckles white, waiting for anger, disgust, the end of our friendship.

Instead, she stepped closer and pulled me into a hug.

I froze, then crumpled, burying my face in her shoulder as sobs broke free—relief, guilt, terror all at once. She held me tightly, one hand stroking my back like she had the night I’d shown up heartbroken over Tyler.

When the storm passed, she pulled back, hands on my shoulders, eyes searching mine.

“Talk to me,” she said. “All of it.”

So I did.

We moved to the living room—sinking onto the oversized sectional where Victor and I had stolen kisses just days ago. I told her everything: the tension building from the moment he returned early, the kiss in the theater, the night by the pool that changed everything. How gentle he’d been my first time with him, how insatiable we’d become, how every touch felt like more than just sex.

I confessed the fear—that I wasn’t enough for someone like him, that this was a fling born of proximity, that I was terrified of losing her.

Emma listened without interrupting, expression shifting from shock to thoughtfulness. When I finished, voice hoarse and tears spent, she was quiet a long time.

“I’m not going to lie,” she said finally. “It’s weird. Really weird. He’s my dad. Thinking about you two…” She shuddered dramatically. “Gross. But also…”

She trailed off, staring out the window at the pool glistening in afternoon light.

“I’ve never seen him like this,” she admitted. “Not since Mom died. He smiles more. Laughs—actual laughs, not that polite boardroom chuckle. He’s… lighter. And the way he looks at you when he thinks no one’s watching? Like you’re the only person in the room.”

My heart stuttered.

“I thought maybe I was imagining it,” she continued. “But no. He’s different with you. Happier.”

I wiped my eyes. “You’re not mad?”

“Oh, I’m mad,” she said, but there was no heat in it. “Mad you didn’t tell me sooner. Mad I had to figure it out like a detective. Mad I now have mental images I can never unsee.” She grimaced. “But mad at you for falling for my dad? No.”

Relief crashed over me so strong I sagged against the cushions.

“There are rules, though,” she said firmly, holding up a hand again. “One: no sex when I’m home and awake. Ever. I will burn the house down. Two: if you hurt him—if this is some rebound thing and you break his heart—I will end you. Slowly.”

I laughed through fresh tears. “Understood.”

“Three,” she said softer. “Be honest with me. Always. We’re best friends first.”

I nodded fiercely. “Always.”

She studied me a moment longer, then sighed. “He’s going to be insufferable now that he doesn’t have to hide.”

As if summoned, footsteps sounded on the stairs. Victor appeared in the doorway—casual in dark jeans and a fitted black polo that hugged his shoulders, hair still slightly damp from a post-call shower. He paused, taking in the scene: me curled on the couch with red eyes and tear tracks, Emma sitting close with an expression that was half-resigned, half-protective.

The air shifted.

He didn’t ask what was wrong. Just crossed the room in three strides and pulled Emma into a hug first.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he said quietly against her hair. “For the secrecy. For putting you in this position.”

She hugged him back tightly. “You’re happy?”

He pulled back to look at her, then at me—eyes soft, unguarded. “Happier than I’ve been in years.”

Emma exhaled slowly. “Then take care of her, Dad. She’s my person.”

His throat worked. “I know. And I will.”

She nodded once—sharp, decisive—then grabbed her phone from the coffee table. “I’m going out. You two… talk. Or whatever.” She paused at the door, pointing a finger at us. “But remember rule one starts now.”

Then she was gone, door clicking softly behind her.

Victor turned to me immediately, crossing to the couch and pulling me into his arms. I went willingly, burying my face in his chest, breathing in the clean, warm scent of him.

“It’s okay?” he asked against my hair, voice rough with emotion.

“She’s okay with it,” I whispered. “With us.”

He exhaled like he’d been holding his breath for weeks. Then he cupped my face, thumbs brushing away tear tracks, and kissed me—slow, deep, full of everything we hadn’t been able to say in front of Emma.

When we broke apart, foreheads pressed together, he smiled—the real one that reached his eyes.

“No more hiding,” he said.

“No more hiding,” I agreed.

And for the first time since this began, the future didn’t feel like a secret to protect.

It felt like a promise to keep.


Chapter 10: Forever Claimed

The front door clicked shut behind Emma with a soft finality that echoed through the quiet house. For a moment, Victor and I stood frozen in the living room—him near the doorway where he’d hugged his daughter goodbye, me curled on the sectional with tear-stained cheeks and a heart still racing from the confrontation.

Then the spell broke.

Victor crossed the room in long strides, dropping to one knee in front of me. His hands cupped my face gently, thumbs brushing away the last traces of tears. Green eyes searched mine—relief, love, something fierce and protective shining in them.

“It’s really okay?” he asked, voice low and rough with emotion.

I nodded, fresh tears spilling over—not from fear this time, but from overwhelming gratitude. “She’s okay with us. She wants you happy. She… she gave us her blessing.”

A shudder ran through him. He rested his forehead against mine, exhaling like he’d been holding his breath for weeks. “Thank God.”

We stayed like that—foreheads touching, breathing each other in—until the tension eased from his shoulders. When he pulled back, his smile was slow, real, the one that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made my heart flip.

“No more hiding,” he said, echoing our words from moments ago.

“No more hiding,” I whispered back.

He kissed me then—soft at first, reverent, tasting of relief and promise. But the kiss deepened quickly, weeks of restraint unraveling in seconds. His hands slid into my hair, angling my head for better access, tongue stroking mine with the confidence that always undid me. I clutched his shirt, pulling him closer, needing the solid weight of him to anchor me.

He stood without breaking the kiss, lifting me effortlessly into his arms. My legs wrapped around his waist instinctively as he carried me upstairs—past the guest room I’d barely used in weeks, straight to the master suite that had become our sanctuary.

The door shut behind us with a soft click. Sunlight filtered through half-open blinds, casting warm stripes across the rumpled bed—sheets still carrying the faint scent of us from stolen nights. He lowered me slowly onto the comforter, following me down until his body covered mine—warm, heavy, perfect.

We undressed each other with unhurried hands. His shirt buttons slipped free one by one under my fingers, revealing the chest I’d memorized: dark hair, defined muscle, the faint scar near his collarbone I loved to kiss. He peeled my sundress over my head, unhooking my bra with practiced ease, mouth trailing fire down my throat as he exposed skin.

When we were both naked, he paused—hovering over me, eyes drinking me in like it was the first time.

“You’re moving in here,” he said against my lips, voice rough with possession. “With me. Permanently.”

My breath caught. “Victor—”

“I mean it, Lily. No more guest room. No more pretending. Your clothes in my closet. Your toothbrush next to mine. Your sketches on my desk.” He kissed me again, deep and claiming. “You’re mine. And I want the world to know it—starting with this house.”

Tears pricked again, but happy ones. I nodded, pulling him down for another kiss.

He entered me slowly—skin on skin, no barriers, just heat and slick welcome. The stretch was perfect, familiar now but still breathtaking. He moved with deliberate strokes, eyes locked on mine, letting me feel every inch, every throb.

“I love you,” he said quietly, the words falling between us like a vow. He’d whispered them before—in the dark, in passion—but never like this, in daylight, with everything laid bare.

I cupped his face, thumbs tracing his jaw. “I love you too.”

The words unleashed something in him. His pace increased—deeper, harder, but still controlled. One hand slid under my hips, angling me to take him fully. The other tangled with mine above my head, fingers interlaced.

We moved together like we’d been made for this—hips rolling in perfect sync, breaths mingling, moans swallowed in kisses. He shifted angles until each thrust brushed that devastating spot inside me, building pressure relentlessly.

When I came, it was slow and shattering—waves rolling through me in long pulses, walls clenching around him rhythmically. He groaned my name, thrusting through it, drawing it out until I was trembling.

Then he flipped us—me on top, straddling him without breaking our connection. His hands gripped my hips, guiding me as I rode him—slow circles at first, savoring the depth, then faster, chasing friction against my clit. His eyes never left mine, one hand sliding up to cup my breast, thumb rolling the nipple.

“You’re so beautiful like this,” he rasped. “Taking me. Owning me.”

The words sent me over again—harder this time, back arching as pleasure crashed through me. He sat up suddenly, wrapping arms around me, mouth latching onto my neck as he thrust up to meet me. We came together—his cock pulsing deep inside, my walls milking every drop as he groaned against my skin.

After, we didn’t move. I collapsed against his chest, his arms banding around me, heartbeat thundering under my ear. Sweat cooled on our skin; sunlight shifted across the bed as minutes passed.

Eventually, he rolled us to our sides, still joined, legs tangled. His hand traced lazy patterns on my back.

“We should talk logistics,” he said softly. “Your lease—if there’s anything left to break. Moving the rest of your things.”

I laughed quietly. “There isn’t much. Most of it’s already here.”

He smiled. “Good. Makes it easier.”

“What about Emma?” I asked, tracing the scar on his shoulder. “Long-term.”

He kissed my forehead. “She’ll adjust. She already has. And she loves you. We’ll set boundaries—give her space when she needs it. But this is her home too. We’ll make it work.”

I nodded, relief settling deep. “And… us? In public?”

His eyes darkened with possession. “When you’re ready. I’d shout it from rooftops tomorrow, but I know it’s complicated. Your friends. Your family. We’ll take it at your pace.”

I traced his lower lip. “I want to tell my sister soon. She’ll be shocked, but… she’ll come around.”

He caught my hand, kissing my palm. “Whatever you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

The rest of the afternoon passed in a haze of lovemaking and planning.

We showered together—slow, soapy, laughing when water went up my nose. He washed my hair with the same strong fingers that had gripped it hours ago, massaging my scalp until I melted against him. I returned the favor, exploring his body with new freedom—no rush, no fear of interruption.

Dinner was simple—pasta on the patio under emerging stars. We fed each other bites, stole kisses between sips of wine, talked about everything we’d kept bottled: how long he’d wanted me before the pool night, how terrified I’d been of my own feelings.

After, we moved my things officially. He carried boxes from the guest room while I folded clothes into his dresser drawers—my lace panties next to his boxer briefs, my sundresses hanging beside his suits. He watched with quiet satisfaction, like a man finally claiming what was his.

That night, in our bed, we made love again—slow, reverent, face-to-face. He whispered promises against my skin: trips we’d take, a future we’d build, how he’d spend every day making me feel cherished.

When we finally slept, tangled together under moonlight, I felt something settle deep in my chest.

I’d come to this house broken—heart shattered, trust in pieces.

I was leaving it—staying in it—whole.

Claimed completely.

Loved fiercely.

Forever.

And I’d never been happier.
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