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Chapter 1: The Midnight Prelude

The drive to the café was unusually quiet. Usually, the car was filled with the rhythmic sounds of Leo checking stock prices or Luna delivering the night’s briefing for the club. But today, the silence was different. It was heavy, thick with things unsaid, and expectant.

The warm, late-afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows, illuminating the interior of the car. Leo didn't realize it yet, but the light was a perfect reflection of how Luna had begun to brighten his world—slowly, steadily, and without him even noticing the shadows she was chasing away.

Luna sat in the passenger seat, gazing out the window as the Austin scenery blurred past. The golden rays of the sun caught her pale, marble-white skin, reflecting off her in a way that felt almost supernatural. She looked so perfectly composed, so breathtakingly beautiful, that it felt as if nature itself would be ashamed to even compare its own beauty to hers.

Leo couldn't help himself; he found himself stealing glances at her every few moments, his eyes drawn to her like a moth to a flame.

But as he sneaked another look, Luna turned her head. Their eyes met suddenly, locking together in the cramped space of the car. Her eyes were a deep, midnight black, but as the sun’s rays hit them, they seemed to shift and transform, holding a depth and a brilliance that defied description. It was as if a whole universe was hidden within those irises.

In that instant, Leo’s heart began to hammer against his ribs, faster and faster until he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. He couldn't remember the last time his pulse had been this erratic—this alive.

Luna didn't look away. Instead, a small, knowing smile broke across her face—a smile that was both tender and triumphant.

Caught in her gaze, Leo felt a wave of heat rush to his cheeks. Utterly flustered, he wrenched his eyes back to the road, staring intensely at the pavement ahead as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. He gripped the steering wheel tighter, his mind a chaotic mess of embarrassment and wonder.

"So... were you staring at me just now?" Luna asked, her voice dropping into a playful, teasing lilt.

"I—I... I wasn't!" Leo stammered, his voice cracking slightly in his desperation to save face. "I was just... looking at the view. Outside the window. On your side."

He felt the heat in his face intensify. How could I be so obvious? he scolded himself. It was mortifying to be caught like a teenager with a crush. But a small, stubborn voice in his head defended him: I couldn't help it. She’s just too beautiful.

Luna didn't push the matter. She didn't call him out on his obvious lie. She simply let out a soft hum, that small, secret smile still playing on her lips, and turned her gaze back to the passing city.

Seeing that she was letting him off the hook, Leo took a long, shaky breath. He made a silent, firm vow to himself: That’s it. That was the last time. I am not going to look at her like that again. I have to stay focused.

With his resolve supposedly "hardened," the car fell back into silence. But it wasn't the cold silence of the morning; it was something warmer, like the humming of a wire under tension. Within minutes, they pulled into the parking lot of their destination.

They stepped out of the car and walked toward the café entrance. Leo looked around, a bit surprised to see how quiet the street was. There weren't many people coming or going, giving the place an air of secluded privacy. He wondered if Luna had chosen this spot specifically for that reason, but he didn't ask.

"Let’s go," Luna said, falling into step beside him.

"Hmm," Leo hummed in agreement, his heart still a little fluttery from the drive.

As they both reached for the door handle at the same time, their hands brushed. The contact was brief, but for Leo, it felt like a bolt of electricity had surged through his arm. He recoiled instantly, pulling his hand back as if he’d been burned—though the sensation was the exact opposite.

Her hand... it was so cold, he thought, the feeling lingering on his skin. Cold, but impossibly soft.

Luna didn't say anything about his sudden retreat. She simply reached forward and pulled the door open herself, her expression calm. She didn't want to make the moment any more awkward than it already was, but inwardly, she was acutely aware of how much the small contact had rattled him.

She gestured for him to enter first, the bell above the door chiming softly to announce their arrival.

As Leo stepped into the café, he was struck by the stillness. Only a few patrons were scattered about, their hushed voices barely rising above the low-fi jazz humming in the background. Luna gestured gracefully toward a table by the window, and he followed her lead.

The interior was a masterclass in understated luxury. The lighting was dim and moody, casting long shadows across the floor. When Leo reached for his chair, his fingers brushed against the African blackwood—the surface was smooth, heavy, and surprisingly cold. As he pulled it back, the legs made a sharp, echoing crack against the floor, a sound that felt loud in the quiet room. He took his seat, finding Luna already settled opposite him, her composure as unshakable as ever.

A waiter appeared almost instantly. Dressed in a sharp charcoal vest that matched the café’s sophisticated aesthetic, he approached with a silent, graceful stride. He stood perfectly poised, sensing the heavy, quiet energy vibrating between the two of them.

Leo cleared his throat, trying to find his voice. "I’ll have a double shot espresso, black," he said. He hoped the bitter punch of the caffeine would clear the fog in his brain—a fog that seemed to thicken every time his eyes met Luna’s.

The waiter nodded and turned his gaze to her. "And for the lady?"

Luna didn't even glance at the menu. She kept her eyes locked on Leo, her gaze dark and unreadable in the amber light. "I’ll have a Hibiscus iced tea," she said calmly. "And please, make sure it’s served extra cold."

"Certainly," the waiter replied. "Would you like to try any of our pastries? We have a fresh dark chocolate tart that pairs excellently with espresso."

Leo opened his mouth to decline—his stomach was tied in too many knots to think about eating—but Luna beat him to it.

"We’ll take one," she said, her voice soft but commanding. "Two forks."

"Of course. I’ll have those out for you momentarily."

As the waiter disappeared toward the bar, the silence returned, punctuated only by the distant, rhythmic hiss of the milk steamer. Leo looked at the dark wood of the table, feeling the weight of the moment. Across from him, Luna sat like a beautiful statue, waiting for the conversation to truly begin.

Seeing Luna ask for two forks sent a fresh wave of anxiety through Leo. Does she want me to eat off the same plate as her? he wondered frantically. Should I say yes? If I refuse, will I seem rude or distant?

"So, how do you like the place?" Luna asked, her voice snapping him out of his spiraling thoughts.

"Ah... yes. It’s really nice," Leo replied, though his mind was already busy analyzing the business side of things. He looked around the quiet room, wondering why there were so few customers. The decor is perfect, but maybe the food is mediocre and the prices are too high, he thought, trying to find a logical reason for the emptiness.

Trying to ground himself in something familiar, Leo quickly changed the subject. "Is everything on track for the new manufacturing project?"

Luna nodded. "Yes, the logistics are moving faster than anticipated—" She was interrupted by the silent return of the waiter. He placed the espresso and the vibrant tea on the table with practiced precision. Finally, he set the dark chocolate tart and the two silver forks between them.

"Enjoy yourselves," the waiter said with a slight bow. "If you need anything else, please let me know."

Leo took a cautious sip of the hot espresso. His eyes widened slightly; the flavor was incredible—rich, complex, and perfectly roasted. He couldn't help himself. "I’ve been meaning to ask... why is this place so empty? The coffee is excellent."

Luna raised her head, her dark eyes glimmering with a teasing light. "Do you dislike being alone with me here?"

"No! No, not at all!" Leo blurted out, his face heating up again.

Luna tilted her head, a playful smile touching her lips. "Then do you... like..." She paused for a heartbeat, letting the word hang in the air until Leo’s heart hammered against his ribs. "...this place?"

Leo felt a sharp pang of disappointment. For a split second, he had thought she was asking something much more personal. He quickly masked his expression, though his pulse was still racing.

"It’s not that people don’t want to come here," Luna explained, finally answering his original question. "It’s that you have to be a member to even get through the door. And they don't accept just anyone. I was lucky enough to secure a permanent membership years ago."

"Oh," Leo replied, surprised. A membership-only café was a level of exclusivity he hadn't encountered yet. It felt a little odd, but seeing the way Luna carried herself, it made a strange kind of sense.

The table fell silent again, the only sound the clink of silver against porcelain. After a few moments, Luna picked up one of the forks. She took a small, delicate bite of the dark chocolate tart, her eyes closing briefly as she savored it.

"It’s wonderful," she said, sliding the plate an inch closer to him. "Leo, you really should try some."

Leo hesitated, his eyes darting between the single plate and the two forks. The intimacy of it felt overwhelming. Luna intercepted his hesitation with a knowing look. "Why are you being so shy? We’re both adults, and it’s just a dessert."

His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs, but he didn't want to seem childish. He picked up the second fork and took a small bite. The chocolate was rich and velvety, melting instantly on his tongue. "It's... it's delicious," he murmured, almost to himself.

"Right? I knew you’d like it," Luna said, her voice dropping into a smoother, more intimate register.

They ate in silence for a moment, the shared plate acting as a bridge between them. Then, without warning, Luna leaned forward, her gaze turning sharp and focused. "So, tell me, Leo... what type of girl do you actually like?"

Leo’s fork froze halfway to the plate. His pulse spiked again, a sudden heat radiating through his chest. He looked up and found Luna staring at him with an intensity that felt like she was trying to read his very soul.

"I... I don't really have many demands," he answered, his voice thick with hesitation. He struggled to find the words, the memory of Gwen’s betrayal clashing with the woman sitting in front of him. "First... I suppose I just have to truly like her. I have to be able to... trust her."

He stopped abruptly, the word 'trust' feeling like a heavy weight in the air.

"And?" Luna pressed, her eyes never leaving his. She clearly wanted the rest of the sentence—the part he was too afraid to say out loud.

"Nothing," Leo replied quickly, looking down at his coffee. "That's it."

Luna caught the flicker of pain in his eyes when he mentioned the word trust. She realized instantly that she had been too hasty, pushing him toward a wall he wasn't ready to climb yet. She didn't want to be another source of pressure in his life, so she gracefully steered the conversation into safer waters.

"When are you planning to visit your parents?" she asked, her voice softening as she moved to a more domestic topic.

Leo let out a silent breath of relief, visibly relaxing as the interrogation ended. He was incredibly grateful she didn't dig any deeper into his stuttered answer. "I’ll head out next Monday," he said. "Since today is Thursday, I’ll have time to get things settled here, stay with them for two days, and be back by Wednesday."

Luna nodded understandingly. "That sounds like a good plan. You don't have to worry about the club or the manufacturing start-up while you’re gone; I’ll handle everything."

"I know you will," Leo said, and this time, the smile he gave her was small but genuine.

Inwardly, however, Luna felt a strange, cold ache in her chest. Two days was a blink of an eye to a vampire who had lived for centuries, but as she looked at him across the dark wood table, she realized she was going to miss him terribly. Every hour he was away would feel like an eternity.

They spent the rest of the time talking about trivial things—the weather, the upcoming city council meetings, and small stories from their week. Slowly, the espresso cup went empty, and the last crumbs of the chocolate tart disappeared. The heavy tension of the earlier conversation had transformed into a comfortable, quiet companionship.

After finishing the dessert, Leo settled the bill, and they stepped out of the quiet sanctuary of the café. The moment they crossed the threshold, a warm gust of Austin wind swept past them, carrying the scent of cedar and sun-baked pavement. Behind them, the shop's bell let out a final, melodic chime as the door clicked shut.

"It feels better out here than inside, doesn't it?" Leo asked, a newfound lightheartedness in his voice. He felt good about the afternoon—so good that the word date flickered in his mind. He caught himself, gently shaking his head to clear the thought. I'll just let nature take its course, he decided, refusing to over-analyze the spark between them.

"Yes, it’s refreshing," Luna agreed, her eyes turning toward the horizon. "But it’s even better at night, high up in the mountains, where the sky opens up and you can truly see the stars and the moon. That is where the real wonder is."

"I suppose you're right," Leo hummed, reaching into his pocket for his keys as they approached the car.

But as they reached the edge of the sidewalk, Luna stopped. "You should go ahead, Leo. My home is in the opposite direction, only a few minutes' walk from here. There's no need for you to drop me off."

A sharp pang of disappointment hit Leo’s chest. He wasn't ready for the afternoon to end. Suddenly, an idea—a desperate, clumsy excuse—flashed in his mind.

"Actually... it’s fine," he said quickly. "I’m not heading home yet. I have an errand to run in that direction anyway, so it doesn't matter. I’ll drop you off."

He knew it was a blatant lie; he had absolutely no reason to go that way. But the thought of her walking alone while he drove away felt wrong.

A small, genuine smile broke across Luna’s lips—one that Leo missed as he turned toward the driver’s side door. She knew exactly what he was doing, and the fact that he was finally taking the initiative made her heart swell with a quiet, joy.

"All right then," she murmured softly. "I’d appreciate the ride."

They climbed back into the car, the click of their seatbelts echoing in the quiet cabin. Leo turned the key, and the engine roared to life with a powerful vroom, a sharp contrast to the soft jazz they had just left behind. He shifted into gear and began the drive toward Luna’s apartment.

Usually, Leo was a man of efficiency, driving with a purpose. But today, his foot was light on the accelerator. He moved at a leisurely pace, purposely catching every yellow light, silently trying to stretch these final minutes into something more.

He stole glances at Luna whenever he could. She stayed focused on the road ahead, chatting easily about mundane things—funny stories from the office, the best places to see the sunset in Austin. Leo contributed where he could, but his mind was mostly focused on the way the passing streetlights danced across her profile.

Eventually, they pulled up in front of a towering, modern high-rise. Its glass exterior reflected the evening sky, looking cold and untouchable. Leo killed the engine, the sudden silence feeling heavy. He turned to her, his eyes betraying a hint of reluctance.

"Well... I guess I'll see you tomorrow," he said, his voice trailing off.

Luna offered him a warm, soft smile. "Tomorrow," she echoed.

She stepped out of the car, and Leo found himself following her out onto the sidewalk. He stood by the driver's side door, his hands in his pockets, a small, irrational hope flickering in his chest that she might invite him up. He knew it was wishful thinking—they weren't there yet—but the longing was hard to ignore.

"Be careful on the road, Leo," Luna said, her eyes searching his. "Don't drive too fast."

Leo nodded, a lump forming in his throat. "I won't. I promise."

With one last lingering look, Luna raised a hand in a small wave. "I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye, Leo."

He watched her walk away, her silhouette framed by the glowing lights of the lobby. He didn't move until she had completely disappeared into the building, leaving the street feeling suddenly empty.

Letting out a long, heavy sigh that seemed to carry all the tension of the day, Leo finally got back into his car. This time, he didn't drive slowly. He turned toward his villa, the engine humming a lonely tune as he headed back to his quiet, empty home.

Across the city, far from the quiet tension of Leo’s car, Henry was facing a different kind of crisis. He stood in front of a small, fragrant flower shop, his brow furrowed as he stared intensely at rows of roses. Pink, white, yellow, deep crimson—he was paralyzed by the sheer variety of colors.

The shop girl, a timid and beautiful young woman, stood behind the counter shifting her weight. She had been watching Henry for quite some time, unsure if he was deep in thought or simply stuck.

"Umm... sir?" she began, her voice barely a whisper.

Before she could finish, Henry let out a sudden, loud shout that made her jump. "Decided! I’ll buy one of every type. Every single color!"

He looked up, catching the girl with her mouth slightly open, a look of pure surprise on her face. Henry blinked, offering her a charming, lopsided grin. "Did you have something you wanted to say to me?"

Startled by his direct gaze, she quickly shook her head, her cheeks flushing pink. "No... no! I didn't have anything to say. I’ll... I'll get those for you right away." She turned quickly, her hands trembling slightly as she began to gather the various roses.

Henry leaned against the counter, watching her work. He was a regular at this shop, mostly because he enjoyed the aesthetic, but he had always noticed her. She was shy—painfully so—but there was a delicate beauty to her that was hard to ignore.

He felt a familiar spark of interest, but he quickly caught himself. He shook his head, a wry, bitter smile touching his lips. It doesn't matter how beautiful she looks, he thought, his mind flashing back to the stinging embarrassment of the hotel incident. At the end of the day, they all run.

Even for someone as confident as Henry, the "runaway girl" from the night before had left a small, nagging bruise on his ego.

Emma finished bundling the massive, colorful bouquet and held it out with both hands. "Here are your flowers, sir," she said, her voice barely audible over the hum of the street.

Henry took the roses, his fingers briefly brushing hers as he handed over the cash. He flashed a quick, distracted smile, gave a polite nod, and walked away toward his car. Emma stood in the doorway, watching his retreating back with a soft, lingering disappointment in her eyes.

The truth was, she had harbored a secret crush on him for a long time. Every time he stepped into the shop, her heart would race, but her paralyzing shyness acted like a wall she couldn't climb. To her, he was a whirlwind of energy and color; to him, she was just the girl who sold him roses.

Emma was the daughter of the shop's owner. She spent most of her free time here, helping her father manage the business and easing the burden on his aging shoulders.

Seeing that no new customers were approaching, she stepped back into the cooler, shaded interior of the shop. Her father was sitting in his usual spot, a worn-out gardening magazine in his lap.

"Dad?" she called out. Her voice was steady and normal now, lacking the nervous tremble it had whenever Henry was around.

the middle-aged man looked up, and a large, warm smile broke across his face at the sight of his precious daughter. "What is it, Emma?"

"There aren't many people coming by anymore today," she said, her voice a little hesitant. "Should I head back?"

He didn't need to think twice. He nodded kindly. "Go on, head back. Otherwise, your mother will get bored sitting at home all by herself. I can handle the rest of the evening."

"Okay then. Bye, Dad."

Emma walked to the back of the shop to the small employee bathroom. After splashing some cool water on her face and tidying her hair, she stepped out the back door and began the quiet walk toward her home, her mind still filled with the image of the man and his many-colored roses.

Henry tossed the massive bundle of roses into the passenger seat and climbed in, a surprisingly content smile on his face. "No clubs today," he muttered to himself, gripping the steering wheel. "I’m going home."

Most people saw Henry as a creature of the night, a man who lived for loud music and expensive drinks. But Henry had a secret life. Tucked away within the walls of his mansion was his true sanctuary: a sprawling, meticulously kept garden. He even had a small, crystal-clear pond where he raised exotic fish, watching them glide through the water for hours to find his peace.

The thought of getting his hands into the soil made him genuinely happy. It was a side of him very few people were allowed to see; Leo knew, of course, but for the rest of the world, Henry kept his "green thumb" hidden behind a mask of party invitations and business deals.

As he pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward his estate, he found himself humming a cheerful, upbeat tune. The frustration from the "hotel incident" began to melt away, replaced by the quiet anticipation of the afternoon sun on his back and the calm of his private garden.


Chapter 2: Echoes of the Thames

Inside his villa, the air was quiet as Leo finished his final preparations. It was Sunday evening, and his flight to London was scheduled for tonight. If everything went according to plan, he would touch down on Monday morning, ready to face the family he had left behind.

As he fastened the last button of his crisp white shirt, he caught his reflection in the mirror. For a moment, he didn't see himself; he saw the way Luna had looked at him in the dim light of the café. He frowned, shaking his head as if to dislodge her image. He didn't understand why she was occupying so much space in his mind. Or rather, he did understand—he just wasn't ready to admit it to himself yet.

After a final spray of cologne, he grabbed his suitcase and headed for the garage.

The drive to the airport was a blur, and soon he was settled into his seat on the plane. As the engines hummed and the aircraft climbed into the night sky, Leo closed his eyes. The exhaustion of the past few weeks finally caught up with him, and he drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Time seemed to suspend itself over the Atlantic. By the time the flight landed in London, the morning sun was pale and cool. Leo navigated the familiar bustle of the airport, feeling like a ghost returning to a former life. He hailed a taxi, and within thirty minutes, the car pulled up to the gates of his family home.

He paid the driver, stepped out of the cab, and stood on the pavement. He looked up at the grand, familiar architecture of the house, taking a deep breath of the damp London air. He was home—but after everything that had happened in Austin, he felt like a completely different man.

Leo hadn't told his parents he was coming. They’re going to be absolutely shocked to see me, he thought, and for the first time in a long while, a childish, smug grin spread across his face. In that moment, he didn't look like a high-powered businessman; he looked like a mischievous teenager about to pull a prank on his mother.

Without a second of hesitation, he stepped up to the grand front door and reached for the bell. But he didn't just press it once. He leaned into it, ringing it rhythmically and incessantly—ding-dong, ding-dong, ding-dong—letting the sound echo loudly through the house.

"Coming! I'm coming!" an exasperated, sharp female voice shouted from inside. "Goodness, why are you pressing the bell so much? Have you no patience?!"

It was his mother. Even through the heavy oak door, Leo could hear the familiar tone of her "angry" voice—the one she used when he or his father were being particularly troublesome.

Leo stood back, tucking his hands into his pockets, his heart light with anticipation. He could hear her footsteps approaching, her hurried pace suggesting she was ready to give the "annoying solicitor" at the door a piece of her mind.

The locks clicked, the handle turned, and the door swung open.

"Oh my god! My baby!" Leo’s mother shrieked with joy, her eyes wide with disbelief. "Why didn't you tell us you were coming? We would have prepared!"

"I wanted it to be a surprise, Mom," Leo said, laughing as he stepped forward. He wrapped his arms around her in a deep, genuine hug, feeling the familiar warmth of home. He leaned back slightly, still smiling. "Where’s Dad?"

"Your father is in his own world, listening to his music," she replied, patting Leo’s cheek before pulling him into the hallway. "Come in, come in quickly!" She slammed the door shut with a loud bang, effectively locking the rest of the world out.

As they walked into the living room, Leo saw his father sprawled out on the sofa, eyes closed and earplugs firmly in place, completely oblivious to the chaos.

"Leo’s father! Why are you still lying there like a log?" his mother shouted, marching over to the sofa. "Your son is home! Wake up! Get to the market and buy some beef!" She began shaking him vigorously.

Startled, Leo’s dad sat up, fumbling with his earplugs. "What? What happened? Why are you shouting—" The words died in his throat as his eyes landed on Leo. "Son! When did you get here? Why didn't you call?"

Leo gave him a warm, tired smile. "Just wanted to surprise you both."

"Go to the market, now!" his mother urged, shooing his father toward the door. "I’m going to cook every single one of my son’s favorite dishes today."

"Yes, yes, dear... I'm going immediately," his father said, standing up and giving Leo a helpless, knowing look. "Son, your mother won't let me have a moment of peace if I don't get that beef. I’ll be back soon so we can actually talk."

Leo just nodded, a soft chuckle escaping him. He knew exactly how his mother was—once she started a mission to feed him, there was no stopping her.

After a final, affectionate pat on Leo’s shoulder, his father grabbed his wallet and hurried out to the market.

"Baby, go and freshen up in your room," his mother called out from the kitchen, already the sound of pots and pans clattering as she began her preparations.

"Okay, Mom," he replied, heading down the hallway.

Stepping into his old bedroom was like stepping back in time. Leo looked around at the familiar pictures on the walls and the dusty mementos of his past. He stood there for a long moment, marveling at how much his life had shifted. Sometimes, he still couldn't believe that the boy who grew up in these four walls had become the successful man he was today. Fate had been a strange, fickle thing to him.

Shaking off the heavy thoughts, he walked into the bathroom. He splashed cold water onto his face, the chill snapping him back to the present and washing away the grime of the long-haul flight. He felt human again.

He returned to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the mattress, intending to just rest his eyes for a second. But the familiar scent of home and the plushness of his old bed were too much for his exhausted body to resist. He hadn't slept well on the flight, and within minutes, his breathing slowed, his eyes drifted shut, and he fell into a deep, much-needed sleep.

The world of sleep didn't just take Leo; it consumed him, pulling him into a dream so vivid it felt more real than the flight he had just stepped off.

He was standing at the altar of a grand, ancient cathedral. Sunlight poured through massive stained-glass windows, dapping the stone floor in shades of ruby and sapphire. The air was thick with the scent of incense and hundreds of white lilies. He felt the weight of a tailored tuxedo on his shoulders, but his focus was entirely on the figure standing before him.

Luna was a vision in silk and lace. Her gown was a cascading waterfall of white, contrasting sharply with the dark, flowing mahogany of her hair. A sheer veil obscured her features, yet it couldn't hide the magnetic pull of her presence.

As they stood hand-in-hand, Leo felt a strange, humming energy passing between them—a warmth he had never felt in the waking world. The priest’s voice was a rhythmic drone in the background, reciting the ancient vows of "until death do us part." Leo found himself speaking the words with a conviction that shook his soul. He wasn't just saying them; he meant them with every fiber of his being.

"You may seal this union," the priest intoned.

Leo reached out, his fingers trembling slightly as he lifted the veil. As the fabric fell back, he was met with those unmistakable midnight-black eyes. They weren't cold or mysterious now; they were filled with a deep, tenderness that seemed to promise him the world.

She leaned in, her breath cool against his skin, her lips just a heartbeat away from his. The world around them seemed to fade into a golden blur. But just as the tip of his nose brushed hers, just as he was about to taste the reality of her—the dream shattered.

Leo bolted upright, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He pressed his right hand firmly against his chest, feeling the frantic, rhythmic thrumming under his palm.

"What is happening to me?" he murmured into the quiet room, his voice raspy from sleep.

He sat there in the silence of his childhood home, stunned. It had been years since he had woken up from anything other than a nightmare. Usually, he woke up gasping from memories of closed doors and cold betrayals; to wake up from a dream of love felt even more disorienting.

Did I really fall for her? The question echoed in his mind, louder than his heartbeat.

He stared at his hands, trembling slightly. The thought of proposing to her—of a future where those black eyes were the first thing he saw every morning—filled him with a terrifying mix of hope and anxiety. What should I do? Is it too soon? Does she feel the same? His mind began to spiral, caught between the practical man he was and the romantic he was becoming.

A gentle knock on the door shattered the lingering images of the cathedral. "Leo?" his mother’s voice called softly from the other side.

"Yes, Mom, come in," Leo answered quickly, running a hand through his hair as he tried to shake off the remnants of the dream.

The door pushed open, and his mother stepped in, peeking around the frame. "I made a fresh cake yesterday evening—would you like a slice?"

"Sure, Mom. That sounds great."

As she stepped fully into the room, she stopped, noticing his ruffled hair and the slight daze in his eyes. "Oh, did I wake you, Leo? I’m sorry, I didn't realize you were sleeping so deeply."

"No, Mom, you didn't," Leo said, offering her a genuine, warm smile. "I was already awake."

His mother paused, searching his face. A mother always knows the difference between a polite smile and a happy one, and seeing the genuine warmth in his eyes made her own face light up. She could tell that something—or someone—was bringing a new kind of light into her son’s life.

"Well," she said, her voice brimming with motherly affection. "Shall I bring the cake here to the bedroom for you?"

Leo laughed softly, standing up from the bed. "No, Mom, I’ll be out in a moment. Did Dad get back from the market?"

His mother rolled her eyes, her tone turning playfully annoyed. "Yes, your father is back. And he’s already lying down again! He has become so lazy lately; I think the walk to the market was his exercise for the month."

Leo chuckled. "I’ll come help him out."

"Okay, then. I’ll be in the kitchen," she said, waving a hand as she turned to leave.

Leo watched her go, a sense of profound peace washing over him.

After a few more minutes to fully wake up, Leo headed downstairs. As he reached the bottom of the steps, he caught a classic scene in the kitchen: his father’s hand was inching toward a pre-cut slice of cake on the counter, only to be stopped by a sharp, playful slap from his mother.

"That piece is for my son!" she scolded, pointing him away. "If you want some, you can go to the fridge and cut your own."

Leo’s dad pulled his hand back, murmuring under his breath with a dramatic pout, "As soon as your son shows up, you forget you even have a husband." He sighed heavily—mostly for show—and shuffled toward the fridge to find the rest of the cake.

Leo couldn't help but let out a genuine laugh at the sight.

His mother looked up, her face brightening the moment she saw him. "Leo! Perfect timing. Here is your cake, dear. Sit down and eat while it’s fresh. I have to get back to the stove, or the beef will burn!" With a quick pat on his arm, she scurried back into the kitchen, the air filling with the delicious, savory scent of browning meat.

"Thanks, Mom," Leo replied.

He pulled out a chair and looked at the slice. It was a rich, homemade chocolate cake. He took a small bite with his spoon; it was perfectly chilled, moist, and melted on his tongue. It was the kind of taste that only a mother’s kitchen could produce.

A moment later, his father returned from the fridge, triumphantly holding his own plate of cake. He pulled up a chair next to Leo, the two of them sitting together in the quiet companionship of father and son.

"So, tell me... how is life treating you in Austin, Leo?" his father asked, taking a slow bite of his own cake. "Is everything going well with the business?"

"Yes, Dad," Leo said, a soft smile spreading across his face. As he spoke, an image of Luna’s teasing smile in the café flashed through his mind. "I’m really glad I made the move. It was the right choice."

His father watched him closely, noticing the newfound light in his son's eyes. "Good. I’m glad to hear it. After all, in this life, our ultimate goal should be happiness. If you’ve found it there, then I am at peace."

"Hmm," Leo hummed in agreement, savoring the rich chocolate. It had been far too long since he’d tasted his mother’s baking, and the familiar flavor seemed to ground him.

He looked around the kitchen, then back at his father. "Dad... why don't you and Mom move to Austin? I have plenty of space. I could take care of you both, and you wouldn't have to worry about anything."

His father looked touched by the offer, his expression softening with pride. "I’m truly happy you asked me that, son. It means a lot. But... I don't want to disturb the life you're building there. Besides, my roots are deep in this soil. I grew up here; I know every street and every neighbor. I don't think I could leave it all behind now."

Leo felt a small pang of disappointment, but he understood. His father belonged here just as much as Leo now felt he belonged in Austin.

"I understand," Leo said gently. "I won't force you.

As they continued to devour the cake, a sharp ping echoed from Leo’s phone.

He pulled it from his pocket, and his heart gave a small, involuntary leap when he saw the name on the screen: Luna. She was asking if he had reached London safely. Without even realizing it, a soft, genuine smile broke across his face—the kind of smile that reached his eyes and stayed there.

Yes, I arrived safely. Just got to my parents' house, he typed back. What are you doing now?

From across the table, Leo’s father watched him. He didn't need to see the screen to know what was happening; he had been young once, too. He could see the way Leo’s thumb hovered over the glass and the specific way his expression softened. A wave of relief washed over the older man. He had never pushed Leo to talk about the heartbreak of his past, but he had seen the shadows it left behind. Now, seeing his son move on, he finally felt like the weight on Leo's shoulders was lifting.

A few seconds later, the three dots danced on the screen. I just woke up, Luna replied.

Leo began to type: I miss you. He stared at the words for a long moment, his thumb trembling over the 'send' button. At the last second, his practical side took over. Too fast, he thought. Don't rush this. He deleted the words, his heart still racing.

What are you doing? Luna asked.

Eating a chocolate cake that my mother baked, Leo replied instead.

That sounds lovely, Luna messaged back. I’ll let you enjoy your family time. I have to make breakfast and get started on a few things. I’ll talk to you later.

Okay, bye. I'll call you later, Leo sent.

He tucked the phone away and looked back at his father. His dad was busily focused on the last crumbs of his cake, acting as though he hadn't noticed a thing. Leo felt a surge of gratitude for his father's silent support. In this house, he didn't have to explain himself; he just had to be happy.

The heavy, sweet scent of the chocolate cake was soon replaced by the deep, savory aroma of slow-cooked beef, garlic, and herbs. It was a scent that seemed to permeate the very walls of the house, pulling Leo back to a thousand childhood Sundays.

He closed his eyes for a second, inhaling deeply. "You know, Dad," Leo said, his voice thick with nostalgia, "I’ve eaten at some of the most luxurious restaurants in the world—places where a single plate costs more than a week’s wages—but none of them can capture this. Nothing tastes quite like Mom’s beef."

His father leaned back, a proud and knowing look in his eyes. "You’re right about that, Leo. Your mother has a special touch; it’s the one thing in this world that can’t be bought or replicated."

Just then, his mother marched into the room, her face flushed from the heat of the stove but wearing a triumphant smile. She placed a large, steaming ceramic pot in the center of the table. The beef was tender, falling apart in a rich, dark gravy, surrounded by perfectly roasted potatoes and carrots.

"Enough talking about it," she declared, handing Leo a large serving spoon. "Eat while it’s hot. I didn’t spend all morning over a hot stove for you two to let it get cold."

The three of them sat together, the clinking of silverware against porcelain the only sound for the first few minutes as they dived into the meal. As Leo took his first bite, the familiar, melt-in-your-mouth texture brought a sense of peace he hadn't felt in months. In this quiet London dining room, surrounded by the two people who loved him most, the stresses of the Austin business world and the mysteries of Luna felt miles away. For now, he was exactly where he needed to be.

By the time the last of the gravy had been mopped up and the plates cleared, the pale London sun had begun its slow descent, casting long, amber shadows across the living room. Feeling a pleasant heaviness from the meal, Leo decided he needed the cool evening air to clear his head. He pulled on a light jacket and stepped out, leaving the warm chatter of his parents behind.

As he walked, his feet seemed to find their own way, navigating the cracked pavement and winding side streets of his youth with instinctive ease. He eventually reached the local park—the heart of his childhood. The air here was damp and smelled of freshly cut grass and the coming rain, a sharp contrast to the dry, cedar-scented heat of Austin.

He passed the old iron swings, their chains creaking rhythmically in the breeze, and the sprawling oak tree where he had once carved his initials. Every corner of the park was a memory: the spot where he’d fallen off his bike, the bench where he’d studied for his first business exams, and the paths he’d walked when he felt the world was against him.

Seeing children playing on the same grass he once did, Leo felt a strange sense of detachment. He was the same person, yet he was worlds away from that boy. His life in Austin—the high-rise offices, the luxury cars, and the enigmatic woman who haunted his dreams—felt like a movie playing in another room. Standing there in the fading light, he realized that while this park was where he had started, it was no longer where he belonged. He was a visitor in his own past, carrying the heart of a man who had finally found a reason to look toward the future.

After sitting in the park for a while, Leo felt a sudden, sharp pull toward one more place from his past. He hailed a taxi and gave the driver the address of a small, tucked-away cafe. This was the place where he had spent countless hours—some of his happiest memories were stored within its walls, but also some of his darkest.

As he pushed open the heavy wooden door, the familiar chime of the bell rang out, but the warmth he expected was missing. He scanned the room, searching for a familiar face, but the staff was young and new. The one person he hoped to see was nowhere to be found.

Leo walked up to the counter and caught the attention of the current manager. "Excuse me," Leo said politely. "Can you tell me where Mr. Tom has gone?"

The manager looked up, surprised. "You know Old Tom?"

"Yes," Leo nodded. "I used to be a regular here, but I moved to the States. I haven't been here in a long time."

A small smile touched the manager’s lips. "Ah, then you’ve been away for quite a while. Old Tom retired a couple of years ago. His age was catching up with him, but he’s doing well. He’s living a quiet, happy life now."

"I'm glad to hear that," Leo replied, a sense of relief washing over him.

As he turned to leave, his mind drifted back to the night he had sat at the corner table, his heart shattered and his spirit broken by Gwen’s betrayal. Tom had set a cup of coffee down in front of him, not saying a word at first. Then, in his gravelly, kind voice, he had spoken the words that changed everything:

"It’s okay to feel sad, son. It’s okay to cry for what you’ve lost. But it is not okay to hurt yourself for someone who doesn’t value you. I know it’s not my place to say—I haven't walked in your shoes—but I’ve watched you grow up from a boy to a man. Forgive me for overstepping, but you have to let the darkness out before it swallows you."

At the time, Leo hadn't been able to find the words to answer. He had just sat there, staring into his black coffee. But today, standing in the middle of the same cafe, he realized those words had been his lifeline. They were the reason he had found the strength to move to Austin and the reason he was now able to look at a woman like Luna without fear.

Leo walked aimlessly through the cooling London evening, his mind still echoing with Old Tom’s advice. But the universe had one last ghost for him to face. There, coming toward him on the sidewalk, was a face he had once thought he would never forget: Gwen.

She wasn't alone. In her arms, she cradled a small baby, and walking beside her was a tall, sturdy man who kept a protective hand on her shoulder.

When Gwen’s eyes met Leo’s, she froze for a split second, a flicker of discomfort crossing her features. But she didn't turn away. Instead, she adjusted the baby in her arms and stepped toward him. "Hi, Leo," she said softly. "How... how are you?"

"I’m fine," Leo replied. His voice was steady, though a lingering awkwardness hung in the air. "And you?"

"I'm good," she answered, glancing down at the sleeping child.

The man beside her stepped forward, offering a polite but curious look. "You must be Leo. Gwen’s mentioned you before. I'm Sam Tyson." He reached out, and Leo took his hand. The handshake was brief and firm.

"We should probably get going," Sam said, gesturing toward a parked car. "The little one needs his nap. Otherwise, I’d love to stay and hear some of Gwen’s old stories."

Leo gave a stiff, polite nod. "Of course. Take care."

As they walked away, Leo stood still on the sidewalk, watching them disappear into the crowd. He waited for the familiar sting of betrayal, the burning of jealousy, or the hollow ache of "what if" to hit him. But as the seconds passed, nothing came. There was no pain, no anger—just a quiet, empty space where a storm used to be.

A wave of genuine relief and happiness washed over him. For years, he had feared this encounter, thinking it would break him all over again. Instead, he felt lighter than air. He had truly, finally, let her go. Gwen was a closed chapter in a book he had finished reading, and for the first time, he was ready to write a new one with a woman whose eyes were as dark as the night.


Chapter 3: The Velocity of Grace

Leo felt as though he were walking on air. The weight he had carried since leaving London years ago had vanished, leaving him with a sudden, sharp craving to hear Luna’s voice. He didn't want to wait until he was back at the house; he needed to bridge the distance between them right now.

He pulled out his phone and dialed her number. After a few agonizing seconds of ringing, the line clicked open.

"Hi, Luna!" Leo said, his voice brimming with a brightness he couldn't hide.

"Hi, Leo," Luna replied, her tone curious. "Did something good happen? You sound... incredibly happy."

Leo laughed softly, leaning against a lamppost as the London traffic hummed around him. "Yes, something very good happened. But I’m not going to tell you over the phone. I’ll tell you when I get back to Austin."

"Oh? Since when did you become so mysterious?" Luna teased.

"Take a guess," Leo challenged, a playful spark in his eyes.

There was a brief silence on the other end, and when Luna spoke again, her voice had dropped into a soft, velvety register that made Leo’s skin tingle. "I won't guess. I’ll just wait for you to come home and tell me yourself."

Hearing that softness in her voice made Leo’s heart race like a drum again. "I’ll be back soon," he promised. "Very soon. Have you eaten yet?"

"I have," she answered. "And now I’m back at my desk, working on the project."

"Then I won’t disturb your work any longer," Leo said, reluctant to hang up but wanting to respect her time. "I'll see you in a few days."

"See you soon, Leo. Bye."

They both hung up. In the quiet of her Austin office, Luna stared at her phone for a long moment, a small, smile on her lips. "Who said you were disturbing me?" she whispered to the empty room.

In London, Leo let out a joyous breath and signaled for a taxi. As he climbed into the back seat, he didn't feel like a man visiting his past anymore. He felt like a man rushing toward his future.

The remaining days in London passed in a blur of nostalgia and family meals, but Leo’s mind was already five thousand miles away. Every time he looked at the grey London sky, he pictured the dark, starlit nights of Austin—and the woman who made them come alive.

He had made his decision. He was tired of playing it safe, tired of the "what-ifs." He was going to face his feelings head-on. He was going to propose to Luna.

The thought sent a jolt of nervous electricity through his veins. He spent his final hours in London with a restless, excited energy, barely able to sit still during his final dinner with his parents. He wanted to see her. He needed to see her.

When his flight finally took off, the hours over the ocean felt like an eternity. He didn't sleep this time; he spent the journey rehearsing what he would say, imagining the look in those midnight-black eyes when he finally bared his soul.

As the wheels finally touched down on the Austin tarmac, a sense of belonging washed over him. He moved through the airport with a sense of purpose, his heart beating with a steady, rhythmic demand: Go to her. He didn't care about the jet lag or the exhaustion. The only thing that mattered was finding Luna and telling her that she was the reason he had finally let go of his past—and the only reason he wanted a future.

He walked toward his parked car, the Texas heat a sharp contrast to the damp London air he’d left behind. He immediately dialed Luna’s number, but after a few seconds of ringing, it went to voicemail. He knew her schedule was relentless, so instead of waiting, he decided to head straight to the office.

He pulled out of the airport lot without a second's delay, the engine humming as he navigated the Austin traffic with a singular focus. Within no time, the glass-and-steel silhouette of his headquarters came into view. He parked hurriedly, took the elevator to the executive floor, and stepped into the office, his heart racing with the realization that he was no longer running away from his past—he was finally running toward his future.


The End
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