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was always his. That this baby only seals my fate. That no one else
L IMA BRAY will ever touch me again.
He’'s ruthless. Possessive. Completely unhinged.

And the most terrifying part?
| don’t want him to stop.
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Chapter One
Seraphina

My fingers brushagainst Knox's as he hands me my morning tea, and | feel a
spark—not static electricity, but that same magnetic connection that's always existed
between us, unchanged by time or circumstance. | pull back quickly, retreating to the
other side of the kitchen island, needing physical distance to maintain emotional
boundaries. A week in New York, a week of navigating this strange new redlity
where I'm not quite prisoner but certainly not free, where Knox occupies every corner
of my life with his overwhelming presence. He's everywhere—in the penthouse we
now share, in the gallery where his security man shadows my every move, in my
inbox where his messages check on my well-being with clockwork regularity, in my
dreams where memories of the island replay in vivid detail. I'm drowning in Knox
Vance, and the most terrifying part is how natural it feels to stop fighting the current.

"You look tired,” he observes, his dark eyes missing nothing as he sips his black
coffee. "Not sleeping well?'

“I'm fine," | respond automatically, though we both know it's not entirely true. The
morning sickness has kicked in with a vengeance this week, leaving me queasy and
exhausted. Knox has been there for every episode, appearing with ginger tea and cool
cloths as if summoned by some primal instinct.

"You have the Farrow collection opening tonight," he reminds me, as if | could
possibly forget the most important exhibition of the season. "I'll have the car ready at
Six."



"] can take a cab," | counter, a token resistance we both know is futile. "There's no
need for you to rearrange your schedule.”

His smile is patient, indulgent. "My schedule is already arranged, Seraphina. I'll be
there."

And that's how it goes—every assertion of independence met with calm insistence,
every attempt to create space countered by his unwavering presence. Not through
force or threats, but through a relentless, gentle pressure that's somehow harder to
fight than outright domination.

After breakfast, | retreat to the office he created for me, ostensibly to review the final
details for tonight's opening but really to gather my thoughts, to find moments where
I'm not directly under his gaze. The space is perfect—everything | could want in a
work environment, tailored specifically to my needs as if he'd been inside my head.
It's thoughtful, considerate, and completely unnerving how well he knows me.

My phone buzzes with atext from Lisa, my assistant at the gallery:

Richard's replacement from S&o Paulo calling again. What should | tell him?

A familiar knot forms in my stomach. Richard's sudden departure—orchestrated by
Knox, of course—left a hole in our curatorial team that needs filling. But every
candidate linterview seems to have some connection to Knox, some loyalty that
makes me question their independence. It's as if he's slowly infiltrating every aspect
of my professional life, surrounding me with people who answer to him as much as to
me.

Tell him I'll call back this afternoon .

| reply, knowing I'll probably cancel again. The thought of adding another Knox-



approved person to my staff makes me irrationally resistant, even if they're perfectly
qualified.

At noon, | leave for the gallery, taking the private elevator Knox installed directly
from my office to the garage where Cain, my "security detail," waits beside a sleek
black SUV. He's professionally polite, never intrusive, but his presence is a constant
reminder of Knox's control extending well beyond the penthouse walls.

"Good afternoon, Ms. Vae," he greets me, opening the rear door. "Directly to the
gallery today?'

"Yes, please,” | respond, dliding into the leather seat. At least he doesn't report my
every movement to Knox. Or so I've been told. I'm not entirely convinced.

The gallery is my sanctuary—or it was, before Knox's influence began seeping into
even this space. Now | notice the surveillance cameras installed "for security
purposes.” The new insurance policy covering the priceless artworks we display,
courtesy of a company | later discovered is a Vance Technologies subsidiary. The
renovated lighting system that just happened to be donated by an anonymous
benefactor.

Piece by piece, Knox is marking his territory, claming my professional domain as
subtly but thoroughly as he's claimed every other aspect of my life.

"Seraphina, there you are!" Lisa hurries toward me, tablet in hand. "The caterers had
a question about the wine selectionfor tonight, and that new collector—Mr.
Jiang—wants to preview the collection before the opening.”

Work. Focus on work.That's my mantra these days, the one thing that still feels
somewhat under my control. | throw myself into final preparations for the opening,
positioning artwork, approving lighting, rehearsing my remarks for the press. Cain



maintains a discreet distance, positioned near the entrance where he can observe
without interfering.

Hours pass in productive activity until my phone chimes with atext from Knox: "Car
arriving in 45 minutes. The red dressis hanging in your office. Wear it tonight."

The presumption of it makes my blood boil. The red dress—a stunning Valentino that
appeared in my closet yesterday—is exactly what | would have chosen myself for
tonight's event. Which makes Knox's directive al the more infuriating. It's as if he's
inside my head, anticipating my choices before | make them, then positioning himself
as the authority granting permission.

“I'll wear what | please," | mutter, even as | find myself walking to my office where,
sure enough, the red dress hangs in perfect readiness.

It would be childish to reject it purely out of spite. Professional suicide to appear
anything less than impeccable at tonight's opening. So | change into the dress, hating
that it fits perfectly, that the color makes my skin glow, that Knox knew exactly what
would showcase me to best advantage.

When | emerge, Lisa's eyes widen appreciatively. "Wow. That's...wow. Knox has
amazing taste.”

"I have amazing taste," | correct her, perhaps more sharply than necessary. "Knox just
happensto agree."

Her knowing smile suggests she sees right through my protest, which only irritates
me further. Has everyone in my life decided that Knox and | are some predestined

couple, thathis high-handed methods are somehow romantic rather than controlling?

The SUV arrives precisely on schedule, and I'm not surprised to find Knox already



inside, immaculate in a black suit that probably costs more than most people's
monthly rent. He looks up from his phone as | dlide in beside him, his eyes darkening
appreciably asthey take in the red dress.
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"Beautiful,” he says simply, and | hate the warmth that spreads through me at the
approval in hisvoice.

"The dressor me?' | challenge, fastening my seatbelt with more force than necessary.

"Both." His hand covers mine briefly, our fingers brushing again with that same
electric awareness. "But mostly you. Alwaysyou."

| pull my hand away, staring out the window as Manhattan flows past. "You didn't
need to escort me tonight. I'm perfectly capable of handling a gallery opening on my
own. I've been doing it for years."

"I know you're capable," he responds, unruffled by my prickliness. "That's never been
in question. But this is your first public appearance since the wedding incident. |
thought my presence might...deflect some of the more intrusive questions."

He's right, of course. The press has been in a feeding frenzy since Knox's dramatic
interruption of my wedding. Speculation runs rampant about our relationship, about
why | was marrying Richard when apparently | had a billionaire lover waiting in the
wings, about whether thiswas all some elaborate publicity stunt.

The pregnancy isn't public knowledge yet—won't be until | start showing or we
decide to announce it. But Knox's presence tonight will set a clear narrative: we're
together. A united front. Not a kidnapping victim and her captor, but a couple
reconciled after a separation.

It's strategic. Sensible. And completely infuriating that he's once again ten steps



ahead of me, anticipating problems and implementing solutions before I've even fully
processed the situation.

The gallery is aready filling with guests when we arrive, the city's art elite mingling
with critics, collectors, and the inevitable social climbers who attend such events to
be seen rather than to appreciate art. All conversation pauses momentarily as Knox
and | enter, his hand at the small of my back, a proprietary gesture that sends a clear
message to everyone watching.

"Ms. Vae, Mr. Vance!" A reporter from Art Monthly approaches, digital recorder
already extended. "What a pleasure to see you both tonight. Can we get a comment
on your reconciliation after the dramatic events at St. Patrick's Cathedral ?"

Knox's hand tightens dlightly against my back, a silent signal that he'll handle thisif |
prefer. But this is my galery, my professional domain. | need to maintain some
control.

“I'm happy to discuss the Farrow collection,” | reply smoothly. "It represents an
Important evolution in contemporary abstract expressionism that deserves attention.”

"Of course, but our readers are naturally curious about?—"

"About the exceptiona artists we're featuring tonight,” Knox interrupts, his tone
pleasant but brooking no argument. "Seraphina has curated a groundbreaking
exhibition. That's the story worth telling."

The reporter retreats, knowing better than to press further, and Knox guides me
deeper into the gallery, greeting patrons and collectors with the easy charm that
makes him so dangerous. He knows everyone, remembers their children's names,
their artistic preferences, their recent acquisitions. And they respond to him with a
deference that borders onobsequiousness, even those who typicaly treat gallery



directors like myself with condescension.

"Mikhail," Knox greets a Russian oligarch whose collection rivals small museums,
"Have you seen the centerpiece yet? It's exactly what you've been looking for to
complete the east wing."

And just like that, I'm witnessing a million-dollar sale unfold before my eyes,
orchestrated by a man who claims technology as his domain but seems equally adept
in the rarified air of high art. By the end of the evening, we've sold three magjor pieces
and have commitments for four more—a record even for our most successful
exhibitions.

"You're good at this" | admit reluctantly as we ride back to the penthouse, the
opening an unqualified success behind us.

"At what specifically?' Knox asks, his attention focused on his phone where he's
undoubtedly managing some aspect of his empire even at this late hour.

"All of it. The schmoozing. The sales. The press management.” | stare out the
window, not wanting to see his satisfaction at my acknowledgment. "It's like you've
invaded every corner of my professiona life and somehow made it...better. More
successful. Which just makes it harder to resent your interference.”

He sets his phone aside, giving me his full attention. "It's not interference, Seraphina.
It's partnership. There's adifference.”

"Partnership suggests equality,” | counter. "Mutual decision-making. Not one person
orchestrating everything while the other just...complies.”

"Is that how you see it?' Genuine curiosity colors his voice. "That I'm orchestrating
and you're complying?"



"How else would you describe it? Y ou decide where | live, how | get to work, who
provides security, what dress | wear..." The frustration I've been containing all week
spills out. "You'reeverywhere, Knox. Controlling everything. Making it impossible
for me to maintain any sense of separate identity."

Instead of the defensive response | expect, he smply nods, considering my words. “|
can see how it feels that way to you," he acknowledges, surprising me. "And perhaps
I've been...overzealous in some areas."

The admission is so unexpected that | turn to look at him directly. "Overzeal ous?'

"I want to protect you. Provide for you. Ensure your happiness and success in all
things." His dark eyes hold mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch. "But |
don't want to suffocate the very qualities that make you who you are. Your
independence. Y our fire. Y our determination to forge your own path."

"You have a funny way of showing it,” | mutter, but the heat has gone out of my
accusation.

“I'm learning,"” he says simply. "Finding the balance that eluded us before. But
understand this, Seraphina—I will never stop trying to give you everything you need,
whether you recognize those needs yourself or not. That's not control. That's love."

The word hangs between us, loaded with implications neither of us has fully
addressed since my abduction from the altar. Love. Is that what this is? This
consuming, overwhelming connection that defies rational thought? This push-pull
between independence and surrender?
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The car stopsin front of the building, and Knox helps me out, his hand warm against
mine. Our fingers brush, and that same electric awareness races through me,
undimmed by proximity or familiarity.

In the elevator, he stands close but doesn't touch me, respecting the emotional
distance I've tried to maintain all evening. But as the doors open to the penthouse
foyer, | findmyself reaching for him, drawn by some force greater than my pride or
reservations.

"Knox," | begin, not entirely sure what I'm trying to say. That he's making it
impossible to fight this? That his gradual infiltration of every aspect of my life is both
terrifying and oddly comforting? That despite everything—the high-handedness, the
controlling tendencies, the sheer audacity of his certainty—I'm starting to remember
why | fell for him in the first place?

He waits, patient, giving me space to find the words. When they don't come, he
simply brushes his knuckles against my cheek, a touch so gentle it almost undoes me
completely.

"I know," he says softly. "l feel it too."

And that's the most infuriating part of all—that he does know, that he can read me so
eadlly, that all my carefully constructed walls might as well be glass to his penetrating
gaze. That he's making it impossible to maintain the emotional distance I've fought so
hard to preserve, not through force or manipulation, but through a steady, relentless
campaign of...care. Of anticipating my needs. Of removing obstacles. Of making my
life better in ways | can't deny, even as| struggle against the implications.



| step back, needing physical distance to maintain some semblance of emotional
clarity. "I'm going to bed. Alone."

He nods, accepting this small assertion of independence without argument. "Sleep
well, Seraphina.”

As | retreat to the guest room I've insisted on using despite Knox's objections, | can't
escape the knowledge that he's winning. Not through coercion or ultimatums, but
through persistence. Through knowing exactly when to push and when to yield.
Through making himself so essential to every aspect of my life that imagining a
future without him becomes increasingly impossible.

And the most terrifying realization of all? Part of me doesn't want to fight it anymore.
Part of me wants to surrender to this inevitable gravitational pull, to stop exhausting
myself swimming against a current too powerful to resist.

Part of me wants to go home—not to the guest room or my old apartment, but to
Knox's bed. To his arms. To the place where, despite everything, I've always felt
most completely myself.

That weakness, that yearning, frightens me more than any of his controlling
tendencies ever could.

Chapter Two

Knox

My hands move deftlyacross the keyboard as | place the order, but | feel awarmth in
my chest, an uncomfortable heat that | recognize not as guilt but as possessive pride.

Seraphinais entering her second trimester, the slight changes in her body visible only
to someone who studies her as thoroughly as | do. The subtle fullness of her breasts,



straining against bras that no longer fit quite right. The barely perceptible curve of her
abdomen where our child grows. She's been hiding these changes beneath loose
clothing, as if denying the physical evidence of our connection might somehow
preserve the emotional distance she's fighting so hard to maintain. But | see
everything—every transformation, every new curve, every sign that her body is
nurturing the life we created together. And | intend to worship those changes, to make
her feel not just accepted but desired, cherished, adored as her body transforms with
my child inside her.

The lingerie atelier's website is exclusive, accessible only to their most discerning
clients. No mass production here, onlybespoke pieces created specifically for the
woman who will wear them. | scroll through their maternity collection, examining
each design with critical attention to detail. Seraphina deserves only the finest—silks
that will caress her increasingly sensitive skin, lace delicate enough to honor her
natural elegance, support structured to cradle her changing body without constraint.

| select a dozen designs, each one chosen with specific stages of her pregnancy in
mind. For now, pieces that celebrate the subtle changes only | can see—dlightly fuller
cups to accommodate her more generous breasts, waistlines that forgive the early
expansion of her midsection. For later, more specialized designs engineered to
support and showcase a more pronounced baby bump, to make her feel beautiful and
desirable as her body transforms more dramatically.

The color palette is carefully considered. Emerald green to complement her eyes.
Deep burgundy that makes her honey-blonde hair glow like spun gold. Midnight blue
that turns her fair skin luminous. And black—always black—because nothing makes
Seraphinalook more like the goddess she is than black lace against her creamy skin.

My finger hesitates over the "Special Requirements' field on the order form. Thisis
where | can provide specific instructions, customizations beyond the standard
designs. What | want to request feels too intimate to type, too personal to share even



with the discreet professionals who will craft these garments. Yet the image in my
mind—Seraphina draped in silk and lace, rounded with my child, wearing my name
embroidered into the very fabric caressing her skin—istoo compelling to ignore.

| type: "Each piece to include 'Vance' embroidered discreetly in matching thread.
Interior waistbands only, not visible when worn."

A small detail, invisible to anyone but her and me. A constant reminder against her
skin of who she belongs to, of whose childshe carries, of the inevitability I've been so
patiently working toward since bringing her back into my life.

The total appears on screen—a sum that would buy a luxury car, perhaps excessive
for undergarments that will be worn for a relatively brief period. | click "Confirm"
without hesitation. Nothing is excessive when it comes to Seraphina. Nothing is too
much to ensure she feels beautiful, desired, worshipped during this transformative
time.

The order confirmed, | lean back in my chair, allowing myself to indulge in thoughts
of how shell look wearing each piece as her pregnancy progresses. | imagine her
initial resistance—the flash of indignation in those green eyes, the stubborn set of her
jaw as she prepares to refuse such an intimate gift. Then the inevitable curiosity as
she examines the quality, the craftsmanship, the thoughtfulness behind each selection.
Finally, the surrender to sensation as she feels the luxury against her skin, as she sees
herself transformed not into someone diminished by pregnancy but elevated, glorified
by it.

Seraphina has always been beautiful. But Seraphina carrying my child? That's a
beauty beyond description, a primal satisfaction that resonates in the most ancient

part of my being.

My phone chimes with a calendar alert: her first official prenatal appointment with



the specialist I've arranged. Another milestone, another thread connecting us more
permanently. She resisted at first, insisting on using her own doctor, but eventually
conceded that Dr. Cameron's expertise in high-risk pregnancies—though hers isn't
high-risk, I'm taking no chances—made him the logical choice.

These small victories accumulate day by day. Her resistance eroding not through
force but through persistence, through demonstrating that my control isn't about
domination but protection, care, absolute dedication to her wellbeing and our child's.

| check the time, calculating when to present the first pieces of lingerie. Not
today—today we have the doctor's appointment, possibly our first ultrasound. That
experience will be emotional enough without complicating it with my gift.
Tomorrow, perhaps, after she's had time to process seeing our child, hearing its
heartbeat, accepting the concrete reality of our connection.

The timing must be perfect. Too soon, and she'll see it as another attempt to control,
to claim, to mark territory. With the right preparation—the doctor's confirmation of a
healthy pregnancy, the emotional impact of seeing our baby, the growing discomfort
of undergarments that no longer fit properly—she'll be more receptive, more likely to
accept the gift in the spirit intended.

This has always been the challenge with Seraphina—timing. Knowing when to push,
when to yield, when to surprise, when to retreat. During our first relationship, |
miscal culated, pushed too hard too fast, failed to give her the space her independent
nature required. | won't make that mistake again. This time, I'm playing a longer
game, each move carefully considered, each reaction anticipated and planned for.

The fact that she's still sleeping in the guest room is a minor setback, not a defeat.
She's been in the penthouse for three weeks now, gradually adjusting to our shared
life, to my constant presence, to the inevitability of our reconnection. The physical
distance she maintains is her last line of defense—one that grows more tenuous with



each passing day, with each small intimacy we share over breakfast, each brush of
fingers when | hand her something, each moment of eye contact that lasts a beat too
long to be casual.
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Soon—very soon—shell surrender that final resistance. Not because I've forced her,
but because fighting what's between us requires more energy than she can sustain.
Because the magnetic pull between us has always been stronger than herfears,
stronger than my impatience, stronger than any artificial barriers we try to erect.

My phone rings—Gabriel, my head of security. "Sir, Ms. Vale is asking to leave for
her appointment. Shall | inform her you'll be joining her?"

"No," | reply, rising from my desk. "Tell her I'll meet her in the garage in five
minutes."

| save my work, closing the lingerie atelier's website before heading to the elevator.
Today is significant—our first formal medical confirmation of the pregnancy, our
first opportunity to see the life we've created together. I've arranged for the best
obstetrician in the city, a private entrance to avoid paparazzi, every detail managed to
ensure Seraphina's comfort and privacy.

Y et beneath the controlled exterior | maintain, a surprising nervousness flutters. This
isn't just another business transaction, another acquisition, another problem to solve
with money and influence. This is my child. Our child. A vulnerability | never
anticipated when | built my empire, constructed my carefully controlled existence.

The elevator doors open to the private garage where Seraphina waits beside the car,
her form-fitting dress—the first I've seen her wear since her body began
changing—showcasing the subtle curve of her belly. She's radiant, though tension
lines her face, uncertainty evident in her posture. This appointment makes everything
more real, more concrete, more permanent than either of us has fully acknowledged



until now.

"You look beautiful,” | tell her, the words entirely inadequate for the vision before
me.

She glances up, surprise flitting across her features at the rawness in my voice. "I'm
showing,” she says, one hand moving unconsciously to her stomach. "Not much,
but..."

"Yes." | reach for her, unable to stop myself from placing my palm against the slight
swell where our child grows. "Perfect.”

For once, she doesn't pull away from my touch, doesn't maintain the careful physical
distance she's established since returning to New York. Instead, her hand covers
mine, a gesture so unexpectedly intimate it momentarily steals my breath.

"I'm nervous,” she admits, vulnerability breaking through her usual composed
exterior. "What if something's wrong? What if 2—"

"Nothing's wrong," | assure her, certainty in my voice. "Our child is perfect. Strong.
Healthy. Like its mother."

She searches my face, seeking reassurance she won't acknowledge needing. Finding
it, she nods once, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly.

"Let's go," she says, moving toward the car. "Dr. Cameron doesn't strike me as the
type who appreciates tardiness, even from you."

| smile at the hint of her usual spirit returning, the momentary vulnerability tucked
away again. But it was there—a crack in the armor, a glimpse of the woman who
needs me as much as | need her, though she fights so hard against admitting it.



As we drive to the appointment, | allow myself to imagine the future—Seraphina
growing more lush and rounded with each passing month, her body a temple housing
the miracle we've created together. Seraphina in the custom lingerie I've ordered, the
delicate fabrics showcasing rather than concealing her transformation. Seraphina in
our bed—not the guest room she's claimed in stubborn defiance—wearing nothing
but my hands, my name, my child.

The image is so viscerally satisfying it borders on painful, a physical ache of
anticipation for what | know is coming. Because despite her resistance, despite her
attempts to maintain emotional distance, Seraphina Vale is already mine again.
Herbody knowsit. Our child confirmsit. Even her mind is gradually accepting it, one
small surrender at atime.

The lingerie is just another step in that inevitable progression—a tangible reminder
that her changing body isn't something to hide or deny, but something to celebrate, to
worship, to desire with an intensity that only grows as she transforms carrying my
heir.

My woman. My child. My future.

All exactly where they belong, even if one of them isn't quite ready to admit it yet.
Chapter Three

Seraphina

| wearnothing but a paper gown, perched on the examination table with my heart
pounding as the technician moves the ultrasound wand across my still-flat abdomen.
Knox stands beside me, his eyes fixed on the screen with an intensity that should be

unsettling but somehow isn't. The room is quiet except for the technician's occasional
murmurs and the soft whirring of the equipment, the atmosphere charged with an



emotion I'm not ready to name. Then it happens—a rapid, rhythmic swooshing fills
the room, and the technician smiles. "There's your baby's heartbeat.” Knox's hand
finds mine, our fingers intertwining automatically, the gesture so natural | don't even
think to pull away. On the grainy screen, a tiny blob pulses with life—our child, the
physical manifestation of a connection I've been fighting since the moment Knox
interrupted my wedding. And in that heartbeat, everything changes. This isn't
theoretical anymore. Thisisrea. A baby. Our baby. And the man beside me, whose
eyes shine with unshed tears as he stares at the screen, isn't just my ex or my captor or
the father of my child.He's Knox. My Knox. And that realization terrifies me more
than any helicopter rescue or island imprisonment ever could.

"Everything looks perfect,” Dr. Cameron says, entering the room and studying the
monitor with professional detachment. "Strong heartbeat, appropriate size for
gestational age, proper implantation. Y ou're carrying avery healthy baby, Ms. Vale."

Knox's grip on my hand tightens almost imperceptibly. | risk a glance at his face and
find him transformed—the hard lines of the ruthless businessman softened, a
vulnerability in his expression I've rarely witnessed. It's disconcerting to see him like
this, stripped of his usual armor, nakedly emotional in a way that makes it harder to
maintain my own defenses.

"When can we know the gender?' Knox asks, his voice steady despite the emotion
evident in his eyes.

"Usually around sixteen to twenty weeks," Dr. Cameron replies. "Though with the
advanced genetic testing Mr. Vance has arranged, we could know much sooner if
you'd prefer.”

Of course Knox has arranged advanced testing. Of course he's ten steps ahead,
planning, orchestrating, controlling every aspect of this pregnancy. | should be
irritated by his presumption. Instead, | find myself oddly comforted by his



thoroughness, his determination to ensure our baby has the best of everything from
the very beginning.

What's happening to me?

The appointment concludes with prescriptions for prenatal vitamins, dietary
recommendations, and a follow-up scheduled for two weeks later. Throughout it all,
Knox remains at my side, asking questions | haven't thought of, absorbing
information with the same focused intensity he brings to multi-billion-dollar
negotiations. For him, thisis equally important—perhaps more so.
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In the car returning to the penthouse, silence stretches between us, both lost in our
thoughts. The printout of theultrasound rests in my hand, the grainy image of our
baby—still more idea than person—somehow making everything more real than the
positive tests or morning sickness ever did.

"You're quiet,” Knox observes finally, his eyes on the Manhattan traffic flowing
around us.

"Processing,” | reply honestly. "It's...alot."

"Yes." His hand covers mine where it rests on the seat between us. "But we'll handle
it together."

Together. The word hangs between us, loaded with implications I'm still not ready to
fully accept. Three weeks in the penthouse, three weeks of careful distance
maintained despite sharing space, despite the undeniable pull between us that grows
stronger with each passing day. Three weeks of Knox's patient campaign to
reintegrate himself into every aspect of my life—professional, personal, now medical.

And it'sworking. God help me, it's working.

By the time we reach the penthouse, exhaustion has set in—emotional more than
physical. | retreat to the guest room that has become my sanctuary, my last stand
against Knox's complete reoccupation of my life. The space is comfortable, luxurious
even, but deliberately impersonal. I've made no effort to make it mine, to nest here,
because doing so would acknowledge a permanence I'm still resisting.



I'm about to lie down when a discreet knock sounds at the door. Opening it, | find
Marina, the housekeeper, holding several el egant boxes tied with ribbon.

"Thesejust arrived for you, Ms. Vae," she says, extending them toward me.

"Thank you." | accept the stack, curiosity overriding fatigue. "Did Mr. Vance arrange
these?"

Marinas smile is knowing. "He said you might need something more comfortable as
your body changes."

Of course he did. Ever thoughtful, ever presumptuous Knox, addressing needs before
I've fully acknowledged them myself. | close the door, placing the boxes on the bed
with mixed anticipation and wariness. Knowing Knox, whatever these contain will be
exquisitely chosen, perfectly suited to my taste, and yet another thread in the web he's
weaving around me.

The first box reveals emerald green silk and lace, nestled in tissue paper. | lift the
lingerie set—bra and matching panties—marveling at the quality, the craftsmanship
evident in every stitch. Not regular lingerie, | realize as | examine the structure,
Maternity lingerie. Specifically designed to accommodate my changing body, to
provide support where needed while maintaining the delicacy and sensuality of
luxury undergarments.

The other boxes contain similar sets in different colors and styles—midnight blue,
deep burgundy, classic black. Each piece feels like water in my hands, impossibly
soft, undeniably expensive. The kind of lingerie designed to make a woman feel
beautiful, desirable, even as her body transforms in ways beyond her control.

| should be offended. Should see this as yet another attempt by Knox to mark his
territory, to remind me that my body's changes are due to him, to assert his claim over



me in the most intimate way possible. But as | hold the emerald set against myself,
catching my reflection in the mirror, what | feel isn't indignation but...gratitude.

Because my body is changing. The bras I've been wearing are already uncomfortable,
the waistbands of my pants increasingly tight. I've been avoiding looking too closely
in mirrors, uncomfortable with the visible evidence of how completely my life has
been derailed. And here's Knox, not just acknowledging those changes but
cel ebrating them, providing not just practical solutions but beautiful ones.

Unable to resist, | strip off my clothes and try on the emerald set. The fit is
perfect—of course it is. The bra cups cradle my fuller breasts without constriction,
the band soft against skin that's become increasingly sensitive. The panties sit just
below the barely-there curve of my stomach, neither digging in nor sliding down.

| turn sideways, examining my reflection critically. There's a slight roundness to my
lower abdomen now, a subtle fullness to my breasts, changes that have made me feel
awkward, ungainly in my regular clothes. But in this lingerie, designed specifically
for a pregnant body, | look...beautiful. Sensual. Womanly in a way that has nothing
to do with conforming to standard beauty ideals and everything to do with the primal
femininity of creating life.

As | adjust the bra strap, my fingers brush against something embroidered on the
inside of the waistband. Looking closer, | find "Vance" stitched in thread that exactly
matches the emerad silk, invisible from the outside but unmistakable to anyone
wearing the garment.

Vance.His name literaly sewn into underwear designed to cradle the body carrying
his child. It should feel presumptuous, possessive, infuriating. Instead, a treacherous
warmth spreads through me, a fluttering low in my belly that has nothing to do with
the baby and everything to do with the man who put it there.



| try on each set, each fitting perfectly, each bearing that same hidden marking. With
each piece, the same conflicted emotions swirl—gratitude for the thoughtfulness, for
how beautiful they make me feel, mixed with resistance to the obvious claiming, the
clear message that Knox considers me hisin every way that matters.

The black set is the most revealing, clearly designed for something beyond practical
support. Sheer lace panels, strategiccutouts, a design that showcases rather than
conceals. The implications are clear—Knox doesn't just want me comfortable as my
body changes; he wants me feeling desirable. Wanted. His.

And the most troubling realization? It's working. Standing before the mirror in
lingerie he's chosen, bearing his name against my skin, | feel both completely
possessed and utterly cherished. Protected and desired in equal measure. Safe within
the fortress of his attention while still burning under the heat of his gaze.

I've never had this before—this specific combination of security and passion. Richard
made me feel safe but never consumed by desire. Previous boyfriends provided
excitement but never stability. Only Knox has ever given me both, has ever made me
feel smultaneously sheltered and ignited, protected and pursued.

That's what makes him so dangerous. That's what made me run eighteen months ago.
The totality of what he offers—everything | need, everything | want, everything | fear
becoming addicted to. Because when Knox Vance loves you, it's not with half
measures. It's complete. Overwhelming. All-consuming.

I'm still wearing the black set when a soft knock sounds at the door again.
"Seraphina?' Knox's voice, controlled but with an underlying tension that suggests he

knows exactly what I'm doing. "Dinner in thirty minutes. I've had your favorite
brought in from Massimo's."



My heart races as | stand frozen, separated from him by nothing but a wooden door
and the last remnants of my resistance. | could open it. Could let him see the evidence
of his gift on my body, could watch his eyes darken with the desire | know would be
there, could surrender to the inevitable pull between us that grows stronger with each

passing day.
Instead, | clear my throat, fighting for composure. "I'll be there. Thank you."
His footsteps retreat down the hallway, and | release the breath 1've been holding. Not

yet. Not today. I'm not ready to concede everything, to admit that he's winning this
war of attrition he's been waging since the moment he carried me from the altar.
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But as | carefully return the lingerie to its boxes, keeping out the emerald set to wear
tomorrow, | can't deny the truth any longer: I'm melting for him. For his attention to
detail. For the way he makes me feel beautiful even as my body changes. For his
unwavering desire that hasn't diminished with my pregnancy but seems to have
intensified, as if watching me grow with his child only makes me more captivating to
him.

| dressin comfortable clothes for dinner, but beneath them, I'm acutely aware of what
| now know—that resistance is becoming increasingly futile. That Knox is patiently,
methodically dismantling every defense I've built against him. That sooner rather
than later, I'll find myself back in his bed, back in his arms, back where my body
already knows it belongs.

The most terrifying part? I'm starting not to mind.
Chapter Four
Knox

My hands gripthe edge of my desk as | watch the security feed, but inside my chest
burns a fire of pure, primitive need. Seraphina moves through her office at the
gallery, the outline of the emerald lingerie | sent visible beneath her white silk blouse.
She's been wearing my gift for three days now—a different set each day, the lingerie
that bears my name against her skin even as she maintains the fiction of emotional
distance. I've given her space, allowed her to process the ultrasound, the reality of our
child, the inevitability of our reconnection at her own pace. But my patience has
limits, and they're rapidly approaching their breaking point. Especially now, watching



her unconsciously touch the spot just below her collarbone where | know the emerald
lace sits against her skin, where my name is embroidered as a constant reminder of
who she belongs to. Tonight, | will reclaim what's mine completely. Tonight, she will
acknowledge what we both know is true. Tonight, Seraphina Vae will surrender the
last of her resistance and come to me of her own accord.

| close the security feed, leaning back in my chair to consider the strategy that has
brought us to this point. Since returning to New Y ork, I've been methodical, patient,
calculating in my approach to reclaiming Seraphina. Not through force or demands,
but through making myself essential to every aspect of her life. Supporting her career
while ensuring her safety. Giving her space while maintaining constant presence. And
most recently, acknowledging her changing body not as a limitation but as a
transformation to be worshipped, celebrated, desired.

The lingerie was a calculated risk—to0 possessive and she might retreat further into
resistance, too impersonal and the impact would be lost. But | know my Seraphina.
Know her insecurities about her changing body, her fear of losing her identity to
motherhood. Know how to make her fedl both protected and desired, both cherished
and owned.

My phone buzzes with a message from Gabriel: "Ms. Vale has left the gallery. En
route to the penthouse. ETA 20 minutes."

Perfect. I've arranged to work from home today, ensuring I'll be here when she
arrives. Not hovering, not pressuring, simply present and available when she
inevitably seeks me out. Because she will—the signs have been there for days. The
lingering glances when she thinks I'm not looking. The flush that rises to her cheeks
when our hands brush accidentally. The way she pauses outside my bedroom door
each night before continuing to the guest room she's stubbornly claimed as her
territory.



| rise from my desk, moving through the penthouse with deliberate calm despite the
anticipation thrumming through my veins. Everything is prepared—the temperature
adjusted to the dlight coolness she prefers, the lighting programmed to soften as
evening approaches, the bed in the master suite made with the Egyptian cotton sheets
she once said felt like slegping on clouds.

Twenty minutes to wait. Twenty minutes to prepare for the final phase of reclaiming
what should never have been lost in the first place.

The elevator chimesits arrival precisely on schedule. | remain in my study, ostensibly
reviewing contracts on my tablet, giving her the illusion of choice in seeking me out.
Her footsteps move through the foyer, pause, then continue not toward the guest
room but toward my study.

"Knox?"' Her voice carries a note of uncertainty that feeds something primal in me.
"Are you home?"

“In here," | respond, keeping my tone neutral despite the hunger building in my core.
She appears in the doorway, still wearing the white silk blouse and pencil skirt from
her day at the gallery. The emerald lingerie remains hidden except for the faintest hint
of lace at her collarbone, but knowing it's there—knowing my name is pressed
against her skin—makes my blood run hot.

"How was your day?' | ask, setting aside the tablet to give her my full attention.

"Fine. Good, actually." She hesitates, one hand rising unconsciously to where the lace
of the brameets her skin. "The Miyazaki installation is receiving excellent reviews."

"I saw. The Times critic was particularly impressed.” | rise from my chair, moving
toward her with measured steps. "Y ou've accomplished something significant there."



"Thank you." Her eyes follow my approach, wariness mingling with something

darker, more visceral in her gaze. "I...wanted to thank you. For the lingerie."

"You're wearing it." Not a question—I aready know the answer. Can see the outline
beneath her blouse, can read the awareness in her eyes that | know exactly what's
against her skin.

"Yes" A faint blush colors her cheeks. "It's very comfortable. Well-designed
for...the changes."

"May | see?' The question is bold, direct, a deliberate push against the boundaries
she's established since moving into the penthouse.

Her eyes widen dlightly, but she doesn't immediately refuse—another sign of
crumbling resistance. "Why?"

"Because | want to,"” | answer honestly, stopping directly in front of her. "Because |
chose each piece specifically for you. Because | want to see my gift on the body it
was designed for."

Our eyes lock in silent battle, her resistance warring visibly with desire. | wait,
neither advancing nor retreating, allowing her to make the final choice. This moment
Is crucial—if she comesto me, it must be of her own vaolition. The surrender must be
given, not taken.

With trembling fingers, she reaches for the top button of her blouse. The sound of my
breathing seems unnaturally loud in the silence of the study as she unfastens each
button with deliberate slowness, revealing inch by inch the emerald lace beneath.
When the blouse hangs open, showcasing the lingerie against her fair skin, she
hesitates again.



"Beautiful," | murmur, my voice rougher than intended. "Even more beautiful than |
imagined.”

Her hands move to remove the blouse entirely, letting it slide down her arms to the
floor. The bra cradles her fuller breasts perfectly, the emerald color making her eyes
appear more green than hazel in the soft lighting. She's exquisite—the slight changes
in her body only enhancing her natural beauty, making her more lush, more feminine,
more completely woman than ever before.

"Turn around,” | instruct, needing to see all of her, to confirm that my gift lies against
every inch of her skin exactly as| envisioned.
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Surprisingly, she complies, turning slowly to reveal her back, the elegant curve of her
spine leading down to where her skirt still covers the matching panties. Without being
asked, she reaches for the zipper at the back of her skirt, lowering it before letting the
garment pool at her feet.

Now she stands before me in nothing but the lingerie—emerald bra and panties that
showcase rather than conceal, that honor the dight changes in her body while
emphasizing her innate sensuality. My name, invisible to the eye but present
nonethel ess, embroidered against her most intimate places. Mine. All mine.

"The waistband," | say, my voice barely controlled. "Show me."

She knows exactly what I'm asking for. Her fingers move to the inside of the panties
waistband, folding it outward to reveal the embroidered "Vance" stitched in matching
thread. The sight of my name against her skin, so close to where our child grows,

sends a surge of possessive heat through me so intense it borders on pain.

"Does it bother you?' | ask, genuinely curious about her reaction to such an obvious
claiming. "My name on your skin?'

Her eyes meet mine, vulnerability and defiance warring in their depths. "It should,"
she admits. "It's presumptuous. Possessive."

"But?' | prompt, hearing the unspoken qualification in her voice.

"But | like it," she whispers, the admission clearly costing her something. "I like
knowing it's there, even when no one else can seeit."



The last thread of my control snaps at her words. | close the remaining distance
between us, one hand tangling in her honey-blonde hair while the other curves
possessively around her hip."Say it," | demand, needing to hear the words from her
lips. "Say who you belong to."

Rebellion flashes in her eyes—the independence that makes her who sheis, the fire |
never want to extinguish completely. For a moment, | think she'll refuse, retreat back
behind her walls of resistance. Then her body softens against mine, surrender in every
line of her.

"Yours," she whispers, the word both capitulation and liberation. "I'm yours, Knox."

| claim her mouth with bruising intensity, months of restraint incinerated by three
simple words. She responds with equal fervor, her hands gripping my shoulders as if
afraid | might disappear, might withdraw the claiming she's finally admitted needing.
Asif | could ever let her go again now that she's acknowledged the truth we've both
known since the beginning.

| lift her effortlessly, her legs wrapping around my waist as | carry her from the study
toward the master bedroom—our bedroom, though she hasn't dlept there since
returning to the penthouse. Her mouth never leaves mine as | move with single-
minded purpose, laying her on the bed with more gentleness than the hunger raging
through me would suggest possible.

"I've waited for this," | tell her, standing at the foot of the bed to remove my clothes
with efficient movements. "Waited for you to come to me. To admit what we both
know."

"I know," she responds, her eyes darkening as she watches me undress. "Y ou've been
SO patient."



"My patience is at an end." Naked now, | join her on the bed, my body covering hers,
my weight supported on my forearms. "No more pretending, Seraphina. No more
resisting what's between us. No more sleeping in separate rooms, maintaining
artificial distance when we both know where you belong."

Her hands side up my chest to my shoulders, nails digging in slightly asif to anchor
herself against the intensity between us. "And where's that?"

"Here." | press my hips against hers, letting her feel the physical evidence of my
desire. "Beneath me. Around me. Taking everything | have to give you." | lower my
mouth to her throat, teeth grazing the sensitive skin. "Wearing my name against your
skin. Carrying my child in your body. Surrendering to what you've been fighting
since the moment | brought you home."

A smal sound escapes her—haf moan, half whimper—as her body arches
instinctively into mine. The emerald lace of her bra rubs against my chest, a sensual
reminder of my claim made physical.

"These are beautiful on you," I murmur, tracing the lace edge where it meets her skin.
"But | need them off. Now."

With practiced ease, | unfasten the delicate clasp, removing the bra to reveal her
breasts—fuller now with pregnancy, more sensitive if her sharp intake of breath as
the cool air hits them is any indication. | take my time exploring these changes,
cupping their weight in my palms, brushing my thumbs across nipples that pebble
instantly at my touch.

"Knox," she gasps, her head falling back against the pillows. "Please.”

"Please what?' | demand, replacing one hand with my mouth, drawing her nipple
between my lips. "Tell me what you need, angel."



"You," she admits, abandoning the last pretense of resistance. "Inside me. Now."

The panties join the bra on the floor, leaving her gloriously naked beneath me. | take
a moment to simply look at her, to appreciate the subtle changes in her body that
signal the growth of our child. The dight roundness to her lower abdomen.
Theincreased fullness of her breasts. The flush that spreads across her skin, making
her glow with new life.

"Beautiful,” | murmur, reverence in my voice as | run my hand over the barely
perceptible curve of her stomach. "Even more beautiful knowing you're carrying my
child. My heir. Physical proof of what's between us."

She shivers at my words, her legs parting in unmistakable invitation. | position
myself between them, the head of my cock nudging at her entrance, finding her
already dlick with desire despite the minimal foreplay. Ready for me. Always ready
for me, even when her mind fights what her body knows s right.

"Look at me," | command, needing to see her eyes as | reclaim her completely. "l
want to watch you remember exactly who you belong to."

Those green-gold eyes lock on mine, vulnerable and wanting in equal measure. With
one powerful thrust, | bury myself to the hilt inside her, both of us groaning at the
exquisite sensation of reconnection. She's tight, hot, perfect—her body welcoming
me home even as her nails dig crescents into my shoulders.

"Mine," | growl against her throat as | establish arhythm designed to break down any
remaining resistance. "Say it again, Seraphina. Tell me who you belong to."
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"Yours," she gasps, her hips rising to meet each thrust, her body speaking truth even
when words fail her. "Only yours, Knox. Always."

The admission drives me to a near frenzy of possession, my movements becoming
more forceful, more demanding. | hook one arm beneath her knee, changing the angle
to hit the spot that always makes her wild. Her cries grow louder, more desperate as |
drive her relentlessly toward release.

"Who makes you fed like this?' | demand, my voice rough with exertion and
emotion. "Who knows your body better thanyou know it yourself? Who owns every
part of you, inside and out?"

"You," she sobs, her inner muscles beginning to flutter around me as her climax
approaches. "Only you, Knox. Never anyone else.”

"That's right." | dlip a hand between our bodies, my thumb finding her clit with
unerring accuracy. "And don't you ever forget it again. Don't you ever try to run from
this. From us."

Her release hits with stunning intensity, her body arching beneath mine, my name a
broken cry on her lips as pleasure overwhelms her. The sight of her coming undone,
completely surrendered to the connection between us, triggers my own climax. | drive
into her once more, emptying myself deep inside her, marking her in the most primal
way possible.

In the aftermath, | gather her against me, unwilling to break the physical connection
even as our breathing gradually returns to normal. Her head rests on my chest, her



body pliant and soft in the way it only ever is after I've thoroughly claimed her.

"No more guest room," | murmur against her hair, the words both statement and
guestion. "No more pretending we're not exactly where we're meant to be.”

She's quiet for a long moment, and | wonder if shelll retreat again, if the walls will
come back up now that physical need has been satisfied. Then she sighs, a sound of
resignation mixed with acceptance.

"No more guest room," she agrees softly. "No more pretending.”

Victory surges through me, sweeter even than the physical release still echoing
through my body. Not just sex, not just physical surrender, but acknowledgment.
Acceptance. The beginning of the full reconciliation I've been working toward since
the moment | interrupted her wedding.

"Sleep now," | tell her, pulling the sheets over our cooling bodies, keeping her
securely in my arms where she belongs. "Tomorrow we begin the rest of our life
together. Properly thistime."

She doesn't argue, doesn't qualify or condition her agreement. Simply nestles closer,
her breathing gradualy evening out as sleep clams her. In this moment of
vulnerability, with all her defenses down, she's completely mine—body, soul, and
soon, with continued patience and determination, mind as well.

Perfect. Exactly asit was aways meant to be.

Chapter Five

Seraphina



My hands restagainst Knox's chest as | wake, but | feel a warmth in my heart, an
uncomfortable heat that | recognize as affection. Not just desire—that's always been
present, an undeniable current between us—but something deeper, more dangerous.
Something I've been fighting since the moment he carried me from Richard's arms at
the altar. I'm in Knox's bed, wrapped in his arms, our legs entangled as if even in
sleep our bodies seek maximum contact. His breathing is deep and even, his face
softened by sleep in a way it rarely is during waking hours. The morning light
filtering through the partialy drawn curtains casts golden patterns across his features,
highlighting the dark sweep of his lashes against his cheeks, the slight vulnerabiity of
his mouth when not set in its usual determined line. He looks younger like this. More
approachable. More like the man | fell for three years ago, before the possessiveness
and control issues drove me away. Before | convinced myself | needed someone safe
like Richard instead of someone all-consuming like Knox.

| should regret last night. Should chalk it up to pregnancy hormones, to the
vulnerability | felt after seeing our baby on the ultrasound, to weakness in the face of
Knox's relentless campaign to reclaim me. Should be planning my retreat back to the
guest room, back to the emotional distance I've fought so hard to maintain.

Instead, | find myself studying his face, memorizing details I'd forgotten during our
eighteen months apart. The small scar at his temple from a childhood accident he
rarely speaks about. The slight asymmetry of his bottom lip that makes his smile just
imperfect enough to be devastating. The few strands of silver appearing at his
temples, evidence of the pressure he puts himself under daily running his empire.

My fingers move of their own accord, lightly tracing these features as if to confirm
they're rea, that I'm realy here in his bed again after everything that's happened
between us. Knox stirs dlightly at my touch but doesn't wake, his arm tightening
unconsciously around my waist, keeping me close even in sleep.

That's always been his way—holding onto what he considers his with absolute



determination, refusing to accept even the possibility of loss. It's what drove me away
before. The suffocating sense of being possessed rather than partnered. The
knowledge that Knox Vance doesn't love by half measures—it's al or nothing with
him, complete surrender or constant battle.

And yet...

There's something different this time. Subtle changes in his approach that suggest he's
learned from our past, that he's trying—in his Knox-like way—to balance his need
for control with my need for autonomy. The office he created for me in the
penthouse, a space that's solely mine. The way he supports my career without trying
to direct it. Even his security measures, while non-negotiable, are implemented with
more consideration for my feelings than he would have shown before.

Is it possible to be both protected and independent? To be cherished without being
controlled? To be Knox Vances woman without disappearing inside his
overwhelming presence?

The questions circling in my mind have no easy answers. All | know isthat waking in
his arms feels right in away nothing has since | walked out of his penthouse eighteen
months ago. That despite my best efforts to maintain emotional distance, I've been
falling back under his spell since the moment he interrupted my wedding. That the
past few weeks in New York have shown me a side of Knox I'd forgotten
existed—the man beneath the billionaire, the vulnerability behind the control, the
depth of feeling behind the possessive exterior.

"You're thinking too loud,” Knox murmurs, his voice rough with sleep. His eyes
remain closed, but a small smile tugs at his lips. "I can practically hear the gears

turning in that beautiful head.”

"Sorry," | whisper, instinctively starting to pull away.



His arm tightens, keeping me against him. "Don't apologize. And don't retreat. Not
anymore."

| settle back against him, surprised by how natural it feels to lie here in his arms, to
have this morning-after intimacy that goes beyond the physical connection we

reestablished last night. "l wasjust...processing."

Now his eyes open, dark and immediately alert despite having just woken. "Regrets?”
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The simple question holds weight, the vulnerability beneath it touching something
deep inside me. This is what others don't see—the uncertainty that occasionally
cracks Knox's confident exterior, the fear of loss that drives his need to control.

"No," | admit, the truth surprising even me. "Not regrets. Just...adjusting to how
quickly everything has changed.”

His hand moves to rest against my stomach, the gesture both possessive and reverent.
"Some things haven't changed at all. They've just been in suspension, waiting for us to
acknowledge them."

The "us" strikes me—not "you," not "me," but "us." Asif we're a unit, a partnership,
something greater than the sum of our individual selves. The thought should terrify
me, should trigger all my fears about losing my identity in his overwhelming
presence. Instead, it brings an unexpected comfort.

"Why did you wait?"' | ask, genuinely curious. "For me to come to you, | mean. Y ou
could have pushed harder. Could have simply taken what you wanted."

His expression grows serious, his fingers threading through my hair in a gesture both
possessive and tender. "Because it needed to be your choice this time. Your

surrender, freely given. Not taken, not coerced, not manipulated.”

"That's...surprisingly self-aware,” | observe, studying his face for signs of the
calculated strategy |I'm accustomed to.

He laughs, the sound rumbling through his chest beneath my palm. "I'm capable of



growth, Seraphina. Eighteen months without you provided ample time for reflection
on where | went wrong."

"And where was that, exactly?' | can't help pushing, needing to hear him
acknowledge the issues that drove us apart.

His expression sobers. "l tried to contain you when | should have been supporting
you. Treated you as a possession to be protected rather than a partner to be cherished.
Confused control with care” His fingers trace my cheekbone with unexpected
gentleness. "l won't make those mistakes again."”

The sincerity in his voice, the unexpected humility in his admission, cracks
something open inside me—a shell of resistance I've maintained since returning to
New York, since being carried from the atar, perhaps since walking out of his life
eighteen months ago. Because the truth—the terrifying, undeniable truth—is that
despite everything, despite thekidnapping and the island imprisonment and the high-
handed methods, I'm falling for Knox Vance all over again.

No, that's not quite right. | never stopped loving him in the first place. Just convinced
myself that love wasn't enough when balanced against the loss of self | feared in his
overwhelming presence.

The realization brings a wave of panic so intense | have to close my eyes against it.
Because if | admit | love him—if | acknowledge that what's between us goes far
beyond physical chemistry or the baby we're having—then I'm vulnerable in away |
swore I'd never be again. Exposed to the full force of Knox Vance's personality, his
determination, his absolute certainty about what's best for us.

"Hey." His voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts, his hand tilting my chin up to
meet his gaze. "Where did you go just now?"



"I'm scared,” | admit, the words escaping before | can censor them. "Of this. Of us.
Of how easy it would be to lose myself in you again.”

Instead of the dismissive reassurance | half expect, Knox considers my words with
genuine attention. "You won't lose yourself," he says finaly. "I won't let that happen
any more than you would. The woman | love is fierce, independent, challenging.
Dimming those qualities would be like cutting the facets off a diamond—it might
make it easier to hold, but it would destroy what makes it preciousin the first place.”

The woman | love. He says it so casualy, so matter-of-factly, as if it's the most
obvious truth in the world. And perhaps to Knox, it is. He's never been one to
equivocate about what he wants, what he feels, what he knows to be true.

“I'm not the same person | was eighteen months ago,” | tell him, needing him to
understand. "I've built alife, a career, an identity separate from you. | can't give that

up.”
"I'm not asking you to." His hand moves from my face to curve around the nape of
my neck, a possessive gesture tempered with tenderness. "I'm asking you to build
something new with me. Something that honors who you've become while
acknowledging what we've always been to each other."

"And what'sthat?' | ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

His smileis slow, confident, yet tinged with a vulnerability that makes my heart ache.
"Inevitable."

The word hangs between us, loaded with meaning. Inevitable. As if al roads, al
choices, al possible futures eventually lead back to this—to us, to Knox and
Seraphina, to the connection that neither time nor distance nor my own stubborn
resistance could sever.



"I'm falling for you again," | confess, the admission torn from some place deeper than
conscious thought. "And it terrifies me.”

"Good." His hand tightens dlightly at my neck, his eyes darkening with an emotion
too complex to name. "It should terrify you. What's between us isn't safe or
comfortable or predictable. It's consuming. Transformative. The kind of connection
most people spend their entire lives searching for and never find."

"What if | get lost in it?" The fear that's haunted me since our first relationship
surfaces, raw and honest. "What if there's no Seraphina left, just Knox Vance's
woman?"

"That won't happen,” he promises, absolute certainty in his voice. "Because the
woman | love—the woman | need—isn't some mindless extension of myself. She's
fire and challenge and stubborn independence. She's the only person who's ever made
me question my certainties, who's forced me to be better, stronger, more worthy of
what we have together."

His words settle something restless inside me, offering a vision of possibility | hadn't
fully considered—that perhaps with Knox, | don't have to choose between being
loved and beingmyself. That perhaps the very qualities that make me fight his control
are exactly what he values most, even as they frustrate him.

"I can't promise forever,” | whisper, needing to maintain some boundary, some
protection against the all-consuming nature of what's between us. "Not yet."

"Y ou don't have to," he responds, pulling me closer until our foreheads touch. "Time
iIson my side, Seraphina. Always has been."

And as his mouth claims mine in a kiss that's equal parts possession and promise, |
can't help thinking he's right. That this reconciliation, this reconnection, this



inevitable gravitational pull between us has been written in the stars since the
moment we met.



Page 10

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 4:55 am

The thought should terrify me. Instead, it feels like coming home.
Chapter Six
Knox

She wearsmidnight blue that makes her skin glow like moonlight, her honey-blonde
hair swept up to expose the elegant column of her neck where my grandmother's
diamonds now rest. The necklace—part of the collection I've been saving for her—is
a statement of both wealth and intent, the stones catching light with every breath she
takes. Seraphina hasn't officially accepted my proposal, hasn't put my ring on her
finger, hasn't agreed to the wedding I've already begun planning. But tonight, at the
Morgan Foundation Gala, in front of the assembled elite of New York society, she
will be introduced as my fiancée for the first time. The world will know that
Seraphina Vale belongs to Knox Vance in every way that matters. Her body already
acknowledges this truth—sleeping in my bed every night for the past week, wearing
my lingerie against her skin, carrying my child in her womb. Tonight, the rest of the
world will know it too, regardless of whether she's ready to admit it herself.

"Are you amost ready?' | call from the bedroom, adjusting my cufflinks—platinum
and sapphire to complement her dress, another subtle signal of our connection.

Seraphina emerges from the closet, a vision in the gown | selected. The cut is
masterful—emphasizing her slender frame while accommodating the subtle changes
of early pregnancy, revealing enough skin to be alluring without displaying too much
of what's mine alone to see. The diamonds at her throat draw the eye upward to her
face, to the delicate flush already coloring her cheeks.



"The necklace is too much," she says, fingers touching the stones self-consciously.
"It's more appropriate for royalty than a charity gala."

"It's exactly right,” | counter, moving to stand behind her as we both face the full-
length mirror. My hands settle possessively on her shoulders, my eyes meeting hers
in the reflection. "These stones have been in my family for generations, waiting for
the right woman to wear them."

She doesn't miss the implication—that she is that woman, that the necklace is more
than just jewelry for one evening. It's a statement, a claiming, a preview of what's to
come when she finally accepts the inevitable and agrees to become my wife
officialy.

"Knox," she begins, anote of warning in her voice. "We haven't discussed?—"

"Later," | interrupt, pressing a kiss to the sensitive spot just below her ear. "We have
agalato attend. The Morgan Foundation is expecting its largest donor and his partner
to make an appearance.”

The word "partner” is deliberately chosen—ambiguous enough that she can't argue,
yet a clear step beyond "date" or "companion." A transitional label, bridging the gap
between what she's ready to admit and what | intend to establish tonight.

The car is waiting when we descend to the garage, Gabriel holding the door with
professional deference. Seraphina slides into the back seat, the midnight blue silk of
her gown whispering against the leather. | follow, sitting close enough that our thighs
touch, my hand naturally finding hers as the car pulls away from the building.

"You look beautiful," | tell her, the simple truth inadequate to express the pride | feel
having her beside me tonight. "Every man at the gala will envy me. Every woman
will envy you."



"Just what my ego needs," she responds dryly, but | catch the pleased smile she tries
to hide. Seraphina has never fully understood her own alure—the unique
combination of intelligence, grace, and fire that makes her utterly captivating. One of
the many reasons | find her irreplaceable.

"The Morgan Foundation does important work," she says, changing the subject to
safer territory. "Their arts education programs in underserved communities are
making areal difference.”

"They do," | agree, unsurprised that she's researched the foundation that benefits from
tonight's event. Seraphina is nothing if not thorough, never content to be merely
decorative at these functions. "Which iswhy I've doubled my annual contribution this
year. They're expanding into three additional boroughs."

Her eyeswiden dightly. "That's...extremely generous."

"It's strategic,” | correct her, though we both know it's more than that. " Supporting
arts education creates future patrons for galleries like yours. Future innovators for
companies like mine. A solid investment with excellent returns.”

She laughs, the sound warming something deep in my chest. "Always the
businessman, even in philanthropy."

"Always," | agree, lifting her hand to press akissto her knuckles. "In al things."

The unspoken message hangs between us—that my pursuit of her has been equally
strategic, equally determined, equally certain of the eventua return on investment.
She hears it; | see the recognition in her eyes, the slight flush that rises to her cheeks.
But she doesn't pull her hand away, doesn't retreat behind the emotional walls she
maintained for so long after returning to New Y ork. Progress.



The car slows as we approach the Metropolitan Museum, where the gala is being
held. Already, photographers line the red carpet leading up the iconic steps, capturing
the arrival of New York's elite. This will be our first maor public appearance since
the wedding incident, our relationship status the subject of intense speculation in both
social and business circles.

Tonight ends that speculation.

"Ready?' | ask as the car stops, knowing she understands the significance of what's
about to happen.

Her eyes meet mine, a flash of her usual defiance visible before resignation settles.
"AsI'll ever be."

Gabriel opens the door, and | exit first, turning to extend my hand to Seraphina. The
moment she emerges, camera flashes erupt like lightning, her name called from all
directions by photographers eager to capture the woman who was dramatically
"“rescued” from her own wedding by one of the world's wealthiest men.

My hand settles possessively at the small of her back as we navigate the gauntlet,
neither of us acknowledging the shouted questions about our relationship status,
about the wedding that never happened, about the rumors aready circulating
regarding her pregnancy. All will be addressed inside, in the controlled environment
I've carefully arranged.

The museum's grand hall has been transformed for the evening, crystal chandeliers
casting warm light over the assembled guests, many of whom stop mid-conversation
aswe enter. Seraphina straightens beside me, her innate grace carrying her forward
despite the weight of attention. The diamonds at her throat catch the light, making a
statement that's impossible to ignore—she's mine, claimed, marked by wealth and
intention that few in the room could match.



Marcus Morgan himself approaches us first, hand extended in greeting. "Knox! So
glad you could make it. And this must be the famous Seraphina Vale."
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"Marcus." | shake his hand firmly before executing the introduction I've been
planning all evening. "Allow me to introduce my fiancée, Seraphina Vae. Seraphina,
Marcus Morgan, our host for the evening."

The word "fiancée" ripples through our immediate vicinity like a stone dropped in
still water. Beside me, Seraphinatenses almost imperceptibly, though her social smile
never wavers as she extends her hand to Marcus.

"A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Morgan. The work your foundation does is truly
commendable.”

"Please, call me Marcus," he responds, clearly charmed as most men are upon
meeting her. "And congratulations on your engagement. When's the happy day?"

Before Seraphina can respond with a diplomatic evasion, | smoothly interject. "We're
still finalizing details. With Seraphina's gallery commitments and my company's
expansion, finding the perfect date requires some coordination."

The assumption of certainty, of inevitability, is deliberate. Not "if" but "when." Not
possibility but certainty.

"Of course, of course," Marcus nods understandingly. "Well, we're delighted to have
you both here tonight. Knox has been our most generous supporter for years."

As Marcus moves to greet other guests, Seraphina turns to me, her smile fixed in
place for public consumption while her eyes flash warning signals.



"Fiancée?' she whispers through barely moving lips. "That's presumptuous, even for
you."

"Isit?" | counter, guiding her deeper into the room with a hand that never leaves the
small of her back. "You're wearing my family diamonds. Sleeping in my bed.
Carrying my child. The only thing missing is the formality of a ring on your finger,
which I'm more than ready to provide whenever you're prepared to admit the
inevitable."

Before she can formulate a suitably cutting response, we're approached by the Mayor
and his wife, then the CEO of arival tech company and his much-younger date, then
a stream of New York's €elite, all eager to confirm the rumors and congratulate us on
our engagement. With each introduction, each handshake, each conversation, the
narrative solidifies—Knox Vance and Seraphina Vale are engaged, a power couple
uniting the worlds of technology and art, their dramatic beginning merely the opening
chapter of acompelling love story.

| watch Seraphina navigate these interactions with the grace and intelligence that first
captivated me three years ago. She doesn't correct the assumption of our engagement,
doesn't contradict my introduction. Instead, she plays her role perfectly, her hand
occasionally finding mine, her body angled toward me in unconscious
acknowledgment of our connection.

Only once, when approached by an investment banker whose eyes linger too long on
the elegant curve of her neck, do | detect a note of strain in her performance. The
man's interest is too obvious, too predatory, his gaze straying to the swell of her
breasts above the midnight blue silk.

"Charles," | greet him, my voice carrying a warning undertone as my arm dlides
possessively around Seraphina’s waist. "Have you met my fiancée, Seraphina Vale?!



The emphasis on "fiancée" is unmistakable, as is the message in my eyes when they
meet his—back off or suffer consequences.Charles, whose company relies on my
goodwill for severa key partnerships, quickly recalibrates his approach, his gaze
lifting to Seraphina's face as he offers congratulations with newly discovered respect.

"You didn't have to do that," Seraphina murmurs when he retreats. "I'm perfectly
capable of handling unwanted attention."

"I know you are," | acknowledge, turning her slightly to face me. "But tonight, you're
mine to protect, to claim, to celebrate. Indulge me."

Something softens in her expression, the irritation giving way to a reluctant
understanding. "This means a lot to you, doesn't it? Not just the public claiming, but
the label itself. Fiancée."

"Yes," | admit, seeing no reason to deny what must be obvious. "It's a step toward
what we both know is coming. A public acknowledgment of private truth.”

"I haven't said yes," she reminds me, though without the heat of real resistance.

"You will," I respond, absolute certainty in my voice. "When you're ready to admit
what your heart already knows."

The orchestra begins playing, signaling the opening of the dance floor. Without
asking permission, | take her hand, leading her to the center of the floor where all
eyes will be on us. Her body fits against mine perfectly as we begin to move, her
hand in mine, my other hand at the small of her back, the diamonds at her throat
catching light with every turn.

"Everyone's watching," she observes, a hint of her old discomfort with being the
center of attention surfacing.



"Let them," | reply, pulling her incrementally closer. "Let them see that you're mine.
That we belong together. That what happened at that cathedral wasn't a kidnapping or
a scandal, but a man reclaiming what should never have been lost in the first place.”

She doesn't argue, doesn't pull away. Instead, she relaxes further into my embrace,
her body moving in perfect harmony with mine as we navigate the dance floor. In this
moment, with the eyes of New York society upon us, with my grandmother's
diamonds marking her as the future of my dynasty, with our child growing unseen
within her, the victory I've been working toward since bringing her home feels
complete.

Seraphina Vae may not have verbally accepted my proposal yet, but tonight, in every
way that matters, she has acknowledged what we both know is true—that she is, and
will always be, mine.

The ring and the wedding are mere formalities yet to come.

Chapter Seven

Seraphina

My hands feelnumb as | accept another flute of sparkling water from a passing server,
but inside my chest burns a warmth that | recognize as something between pride and
panic. The weight of Knox's grandmother's diamonds against my collarbone reminds
me with every breath of the public claiming that's occurred tonight—introduced as
his fiancée to New Y ork's elite without my explicit agreement, paraded as the future
Mrs. Vance before I've even accepted his proposal. | should be furious. Should create
a scene, correct the assumption, maintain the boundaries I've fought so hard to
establish. Instead, | find myself playing aong, smiling at congratulations, accepting
good wishes, letting the narrative Knox has crafted become reality through sheer
force of repetition. What does that say about me? About the independence I've



supposedly been protecting? About how completely Knox has orchestrated my
gradual surrender to exactly what he wanted all along?
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Knox stands across the room, surrounded by tech moguls and financia titans,
commanding attention effortlessly in hisbespoke tuxedo. Even from a distance, his
awareness of me is papable—his eyes finding mine periodicaly, checking on me,
ensuring I'm comfortable despite the bold move he's made tonight. The
possessiveness should feel suffocating. Instead, it feels like being tethered in a
storm—something solid to hold onto as | navigate the swirling currents of New Y ork
society's curiosity about the woman who was kidnapped from her own wedding only
to emerge weeks later as Knox Vance's "fiancée."

"You must be thrilled,"” an elegantly dressed woman comments as she joins me near
the champagne fountain. "Knox Vance is quite the catch.”

| smile politely, falling back on gallery-director diplomacy. "He's certainly unigue.”

"And those diamonds!" She leans closer, examining the necklace with barely
concealed envy. "Family heirlooms, | understand? He must be serious indeed."

"They belonged to his grandmother,” | confirm, resisting the urge to touch the stones
self-consciously. Their weight feels symbolic—the burden and privilege of being
chosen by a man like Knox, of being marked as his in ways both subtle and
unmistakable.

The conversation drifts to safer topics—the foundation's work, recent gallery
exhibitions, the unseasonably warm weather—before the woman is drawn away by
other guests. | remain near the edge of the room, observing the social dynamics with
the detached interest of someone who's always been adjacent to these circles without
fully belonging. The art world intersects with high society but maintains its own



hierarchy, its own rules. Tonight, however, I'm not here as a gallery director but as
Knox Vance's fiancée—arole | haven't agreed to but find myself playing nonethel ess.

The most disconcerting part? How natural it feels. How easily I've dlipped into orbit
around Knox, how effortlessly wefunction as a unit despite my continued internal
resistance to everything he represents—control, possession, the sublimation of my
independence to his overwhelming presence.

Across the room, Knox dominates his conversation circle, his commanding presence
drawing people toward him like moths to flame. He gestures as he speaks, his
movements precise and controlled, his expression animated in a way few people ever
see. This is Knox in his element—powerful, strategic, ten steps ahead of everyone
around him. | watch as a senator defers to his opinion, as a hedge fund manager
laughs too loudly at his subtle joke, as a tech journalist scribbles notes on a cocktail
napkin after a casual comment that will undoubtedly move markets tomorrow.

This man—this force of nature—has decided | belong to him. Has crafted our
reconciliation with the same strategic brilliance he applies to business acquisitions
and technological innovations. Has introduced me as his fiancée tonight with absolute
confidence that reality will conform to hisvision, asit aimost always does.

And the truly terrifying part? I'm letting him. More than letting
him—I'mparticipating, complicit in my own capture, accepting congratulations for an
engagement | haven't formally agreed to, wearing his family diamonds, carrying his
child, sleeping in his bed every night for the past week.

The realization makes me suddenly need air, space, a moment alone to gather my
thoughts. Knox is deep in conversation with the Mayor, unlikely to notice a brief
absence. | dip away from the main hall, following signs toward the ladies' room,
grateful for the chance to compose myself.



The corridor is blissfully quiet after the din of the gala, my heels clicking against
marble as | navigate through the museum's grandiose interior. I've nearly reached the
restroom when voices from an adjacent alcove catch my attention—femalevoices,
one vaguely familiar, speaking in the careless way of people who believe themselves
unobserved.

"—absolutely can't believe he's serious about her." The words, dripping with disdain,
stop me in my tracks. "Knox Vance, settling down with agallery director? Please."

"She's pretty enough," another voice concedes. "In that understated, curator way. But
hardly his usual type."

"That's because she's not his type at al." The first voice again, now recognizable as
Alessandra Winters, a socialite I've seen frequently in gossip columns—usually on
the arm of a different billionaire each season. "She's a placeholder. A convenient
solution to his...situation."

My stomach drops as | realize they're talking about me, about Knox, about our
supposed engagement. | should walk away, should continue to the restroom as
intended, should refuse to give their petty gossip power over me. Instead, | find
myself frozen, unable to move, unable to stop listening as these women dissect my
relationship with surgical precision and obvious malice.

"The pregnancy, you mean?' the second woman asks, her voice lowering
congpiratorialy. "Isit even his?'

"Oh, it's his," Alessandra confirms with absolute certainty. "Knox is many things, but
held never clam another man's child. No, this is classic Knox Vance crisis
management—get the mother of your heir under control, establish your clam
publicly, ensure proper lineage. But marriage? True commitment? Please."



"Y ou sound very sure," her companion observes.

"I should be. | spent six months in his bed two years ago." Alessandras laugh is
brittle, sharp-edged. "Knox doesn't do forever with women like her. She's
too...ordinary. Too unambitious. Too content with her little gallery and her modest
successes. Knox needs someone who can match his fire, hisdrive, his world. Someone
who understands power, who knows how to wield it. She'll never be enough for him.

Never.

The words dice through me with devastating precision, finding every insecurity I've
harbored since the beginning of our relationship, every doubt that led me to walk
away eighteen months ago, every fear that's whispered in the back of my mind since
Knox brought me back into hislife. Too ordinary. Too unambitious. Never enough.

"Then why the big show tonight?" the other woman asks. "The diamonds, the fiancée
announcement?"

"The baby, obviousdly." Alessandra sounds impatient, as if explaining to a child.
"Knox is nothing if not traditional about dynasty. He'll marry her, give the child his
name, fulfill his obligation. But passion? True partnership? Please. He'll be bored
within a year, back to women who can actually challenge him, stimulate him, match
him. She's awomb with good breeding potential, nothing more."

A womb with good breeding potential. The crude assessment lands like a physical
blow, making me nauseous in away that has nothing to do with pregnancy. Is that all
| am to Knox? A convenient vessel for his heir? A problem to be managed with
diamonds and public announcements? A temporary solution until someone more
suitable, more equal to his power and position, catches his eye?

The bathroom door opens nearby, startling me from my frozen position. | force
myself into motion, continuing down the corridor asif 1'd heard nothing, maintaining



composure through sheer force of will. In the elegant restroom, | lock myself in a
stall, pressing my forehead against the cool marble wall, struggling to steady my
breathing.

Alessandra's words echo in my mind, finding fertile ground in every doubt I've
harbored about my place in Knox's world. I've always known | don't truly belong in
his stratosphere—my success in the art world, while significant on its own terms, is
minuscule compared to his globe-spanning empire. My ambitions, focused on artistic
expression and cultural impact, seem small next to his drive to reshape entire
industries. My modest background and practical education pale beside his ruthless
self-made ascension.

What if she's right? What if | am just a convenient solution to an unexpected
problem? What if Knox's determination to reclaim me has nothing to do with love or
connection and everything to do with controlling the mother of his heir? What if,
once the baby is born and his claim legally established, he loses interest in the gallery
director who could never truly be his equal ?

| press my hand against my stomach, still flat beneath the midnight blue silk. Our
child. The connection that can never be severed, regardless of what happens between
Knox and me. Isthat all that mattersto him? Isthat all | am?

The door to the restroom opens again, voices filtering in—more gala attendees
seeking a moment away from the crowds. | straighten, wiping away tears | hadn't
realized were falling, forcing composure back onto my features. Now isn't the time
for breakdown. Not here, not surrounded by New York's elite, not wearing Knox's
family diamonds and publicly claimed as his fiancée.

| check my reflection in the mirror, reapplying lipstick with a hand that only trembles
dlightly. The woman looking back at me appears composed, elegant in her midnight
blue gown, Knox's grandmother's diamonds glittering at her throat. No one would



guess the turmoil beneath the surface, the devastating insecurity unleashed by a few
carelessly cruel words in a museum corridor.
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Never enough. Never his equal. Never truly what Knox Vance needs or deserves.

| leave the restroom with my head high, my social smile firmly in place, years of
galery openings and donor events providing the training needed to maintain
appearances despite inner devastation. Across the grand hall, Knox immediately spots
me, his dark eyes finding mine with unerring precision. His expression shifts subtly,
concern replacing his usual composed confidence. He sees too much, reads me too
easily—a ability that alternately comforts and terrifies me.

As he excuses himself from his conversation group and starts moving toward me with
single-minded purpose, | steel myself, determined not to let my newfound insecurities
show. Knox can never know what | overheard, never see how deeply Alessandras
assessment wounded me. Because if there's any truth to her words—if | truly am just
a convenient solution, just the mother of his heir, just a temporary phase until
someone more suited to his world comes along—then the vulnerability |'ve already
shown him is too much.

And the growing feelings I've been fighting for weeks are a dangerous liability | can
no longer afford.

Chapter Eight
Knox
She wearsa smile that doesn't reach her eyes, her midnight blue gown still perfect, her

posture impeccable as she moves through the crowd. But something has changed. |
see it immediately when she returns from what should have been a ssimple trip to the



restroom—a shadow behind her expressions, a tension in her shoulders that wasn't
there before, a careful distance in her eyes when they meet mine across the room.
Something's wrong. Someone has upset her. The redlization sends a surge of
protective fury through my body so intense it momentarily disrupts my conversation
with the hedge fund manager droning on about market predictions. | excuse myself
with the bare minimum of courtesy, moving through the crowd with singular purpose,
my focus entirely on Seraphina and whatever has caused this abrupt shift in her
demeanor. She sees me coming, her smile faltering slightly before she reinforcesit, a
deliberate armor | haven't seen her use with me since our early days back in New
York. That, more than anything, tells me something significant has
happened—something that threatensthe careful progress we've made, the walls she's
gradually allowed me to breach.

"What's wrong?' | ask without preamble as | reach her side, one hand automatically
finding the small of her back, anchoring her to me.

"Nothing,” she responds, her voice perfectly modulated, her smile firmly in place.
But her eyes—those expressive green eyes that have never been able to lie to me
effectively—tell adifferent story. "Just alittle tired. It's been along evening.”

In another setting, with other people, | might press harder, demand the truth
immediately. But we're surrounded by New York's elite, by curious eyes and ears
attuned to any hint of discord between Knox Vance and his newly announced fianceée.
Whatever has happened, it can't be addressed here, in public, under the weight of
scrutiny that follows us everywhere.

"Come with me," | say, keeping my voice low, my expression neutral for observers.
"There's something | want to show you."

She hesitates, something like wariness flickering across her features before she nods
once, allowing me to guide her away from the main gallery. | navigate through the



museum with purpose, having memorized the floor plan when selecting this venue for
the gala. The Egyptian wing is closed to tonight's event, its treasures silent witnesses
to whatever has shaken Seraphina's composure so thoroughly.

Once we're alone among the sarcophagi and statues, | stop, turning her gently to face
me. "Tell me" | demand, no longer bothering with pretense. "What happened? Who
upset you?'

"It's nothing," she insists, but her voice wavers dightly. "Really, Knox. I'm just
overwhelmed by the evening, by the announcement, by everything."

| study her face, noting the almost imperceptible redness around her eyes, the tension
in her jaw, the way she won't quite meet my gaze. "You're lying," | state, not an
accusation but asimple fact. "Something happened between when you left my side
and when you returned. | want to know what it was."

She turns away, moving to examine a glass case containing ancient jewelry, putting
physical distance between us. "Has anyone ever told you that you're exhaustingly
perceptive?

"Many times. Usually right before they admit I'm right." | follow her, unwilling to let
her retreat emotionally or physicaly. "Talk to me, Seraphina. Whatever it is, well
handle it together."

The "together" seems to trigger something in her, a crack in the composure she's been
maintaining. Her shoulders slump slightly, her reflection in the glass case showing
the first signs of the tears she's been fighting to contain.

"I overheard something,” she admits finally, her voice barely above a whisper. "A
conversation | wasn't meant to hear."



The protective rage that's been ssmmering since | first noticed her distress flares
hotter. "What conversation? Who was speaking?"

"1t doesn't matter who?>—"

"It matters to me," | interrupt, my tone brooking no argument. "If someone at this
event upset you, they'll answer for it. Name them."”

She turns to face me then, vulnerability and something like defeat in her expression.
"Alessandra Winters. And some other woman | didn't recognize."

Alessandra. Of course. The socialite who spent six months in my bed two years ago,
before Seraphina, during a particularly aggressive expansion phase when | needed
convenient, uncomplicated company. A woman whose ambition was matched only by
her calculation, who saw me as a stepping stone to the social status she craved.

"What did she say?' My voice has gone dangerously quiet, the calm before a storm
that will destroy anything in its path.

Seraphina hesitates, clearly reluctant to repeat whatever she overheard. When she
finaly speaks, the words come out in a rush, as if getting them out quickly will
somehow diminish their power.

"She said I'm not enough for you. That I'm too ordinary, too unambitious. That you're
only with me because of the baby, that I'm just...a womb with good breeding
potential." Her voice breaks on the last words, tears finally spilling over despite her
obvious effort to contain them. "That you'll get bored with me within a year and
move on to someone who can actually match you, challenge you, be your equal."

Each word strikes like a physical blow, not because of any truth they contain but
because of the pain they've caused Seraphina. Pain | can seein every line of her body,



every tear that falls, every tremor in her usually steady voice. Pain inflicted
deliberately by a woman whose only power is her ability to wound others with
precision-targeted cruelty.

I've been called ruthless, calculating, even cold in my business dealings. But in this
moment, what rises in me isn't the controlled fury of a strategic mind. It's raw, primal
rage—the kind that bypasses reason, that centers solely on protecting what's mine
from harm.

"She's wrong," | state, the words inadequate to address the damage done but
necessary as a starting point. "So fundamentally, completely wrong that it would be
laughableif it hadn't hurt you."



Page 14

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 4:55 am

"Is she?' Seraphina challenges, a flash of her usua fire breaking through the
vulnerability. "Am | your equal, Knox? Do | match your ambition, your power, your
world? Or am | just a convenient solution to an unexpected pregnancy? Just the
mother of your heir who needs to be controlled, claimed, kept in line?"

The questions reveal the depth of the wound Alessandra has inflicted—deeper than |
initially realized, finding purchase in Seraphinas existing insecurities about our
relationship, about her place in my life, about the imbalance of power that has always
existed between us.

"Look at me,” | demand, closing the distance between us, cupping her face in my
hands so she can't look away. "Look at me and listen carefully, because I'm only
going to say thisonce."

Her tear-filled eyes meet mine, wary but attentive.

"Y ou are not a convenience. Y ou are not a solution to a problem. Y ou are not valued
merely as the mother of my child, though that role is sacred to me." My thumbs brush
away tears as they fall, my voice rough with emotion | rarely allow myself to express.
"You are essential to me, Seraphina. Not because of what you carry in your womb,
but because of who you are. Because no one—not Alessandra, notanyone—has ever
challenged me, frustrated me, inspired me, or understood me the way you do."

She shakes her head dlightly, disbelief evident in her expression. "But I'm not?—"

"You're not what? Not powerful enough? Not ambitious enough? Not sophisticated
enough?' | interrupt, anger coloring my words now. "By whose definition?



Alessandra's? Society's? Mine?"'

"Yours," she whispers, the ssimple truth of her fear exposed. "I've never been enough
in your world, Knox. Never fit seamlessly into the life you've built. My goals, my
achievements, they're so small compared to yours."

"Your achievements are extraordinary on their own terms” | counter fiercely.
"You've built a respected career through intelligence and determination, not
connections or family money. You've elevated artists others overlooked, shaped
conversations about culture and expression that matter. You'vemaintained your
integrity in an industry that often rewards compromise.”

My hands slide from her face to her shoulders, holding her steady as | continue. "But
more importantly, you're the only woman who's ever made me question myself.
Who's ever walked away from what | offered because you demanded better. Who's
ever fought me at every turn not out of calculation or game-playing, but out of
genuine independence and strength of character.”

Something shifts in her expression—surprise, perhaps, a the raw honesty in my
voice, at the emotion I'm not bothering to conceal.

"Do you know why | pursued you so relentlessly after you left?' | ask, not waiting for
her answer. "Not because | couldn't stand losing, though that's what you probably
believe. Not because I'm possessive, though | am. But because the world literally
made no sense without you in it. Because everything I've built, everything I've
achieved, felt hollow and meaningless when you weren't there to challenge it, to
guestion it, to make me justify it."

Her tears have slowed, her attention fully focused on my words now, on the
vulnerability I'm showing that few people have ever witnessed.



"The baby isagift," | continue, one hand moving to rest against her still-flat stomach.
"A miracle | never expected but now can't imagine living without. But you,
Seraphina—Yyou were essential to me long before | knew about our child. Y ou will be
essential to me long after our children are grown and gone. Not because you match
some artificial standard of power or ambition, but because you match me in the ways
that actually matter—courage, conviction, fire."

| take a deep breath, laying bare the truth I've kept guarded even from myself at
times. "l don't want a female version of me,Seraphina. | don't want someone who
shares my ruthlessness or my sometimes questionable methods. | want—I
need—someone who balances me. Who challenges me to be better than | am. Who
sees through the power and the wealth to the man beneath. That person is you. Only
you. Always you."

The vulnerability in my admission hangs between us, more exposure than I've
allowed myself to show perhaps ever. In business, in life, I've maintained careful
control, revealed only what serves my purposes. But here, now, with Seraphinastears
still damp on my fingers, with the pain of her doubt visible in her eyes, strategy falls
away, leaving only raw, unfiltered truth.

"Alessandra spent six months in my bed because she was convenient, uncomplicated,
available,” | admit, holding nothing back. "She wanted access to my world,
connections to my power. | wanted companionship without commitment, physical
release without emotional vulnerability. That's al she ever was—a placeholder until
something real came along."

| touch the diamonds at Seraphina’s throat, symbols of a legacy I've been saving for
only one woman. "Y ou are what's real. What's lasting. What matters beyond business
and wealth and power. And if you doubt that, then | have failed to show you the truth
of what you mean to me."



Seraphina stares at me, her eyes wide with an emotion | can't quite identify—shock,
perhaps, at this unprecedented display of vulnerability from a man who prides
himself on control. Slowly, cautiously, her hand rises to cover mine where it rests
against her cheek.

"I've never seen you like this," she whispers. "So...exposed. Raw."

“No one has," | acknowledge. "No one but you."

And there it is—the simple truth that renders Alessandra's cruel assessment not just
wrong but absurd. Seraphina has seen parts of me, reached places within me, that no
other womanhas ever accessed. Not because of ambition or power or social status, but
because of who she is at her core—strong enough to challenge me, brave enough to
leave me, essential enough to make me move heaven and earth to bring her back.

| pull her against me, wrapping her in an embrace that's as much about my need as
hers. "Don't ever let anyone make you doubt your place in my life,” | murmur against
her hair. "Not Alessandra, not society gossips, not your own insecurities. You are
exactly who and what | want. Exactly who and what | need. The only woman | have
ever loved or ever will love, with or without the child you carry."

She stiffens dlightly at the word "love'—a term I've used sparingly, deliberately,
knowing its power. But tonight, with her tears dampening my shirt, with the pain of
doubting her place in my world still fresh in her eyes, strategy and calculation have
no place.

Only truth. Only vulnerability. Only the raw, unvarnished reality of what she means
to me.

"Come home," | say softly, pulling back just enough to see her face. "We've made our
appearance. Said what needed to be said. Let me take you home and show you



exactly how essential you are to me. How completely wrong Alessandra's assessment
was."

After a moment's hesitation, Seraphina nods, allowing me to lead her from the
Egyptian wing back toward the gala's main hall. We'll make our excuses, thank our
hosts, maintain the public facade of the powerful couple departing early.

But in the car, in the privacy of our home, | will spend the night ensuring that
Seraphina Vale never again doubts her place in my life, her value beyond

motherhood, her absolute centrality to everything that matters to me.

And tomorrow, Alessandra Winters will discover exactly what happens to those
foolish enough to wound what Knox Vance holds most precious.

Chapter Nine
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Seraphina

My fingers brushagainst Knox's as | pass him his morning coffee, and | feel a
spark—that same electric connection that has always existed between us, that I've
been fighting since the moment he interrupted my wedding. | pull back quickly,
carefully maintaining physical distance across the kitchen island. The morning after
the gala, after Knox's unprecedented emotional vulnerability in the Egyptian wing,
after his declaration of love I'm still not ready to fully process. I've spent the night in
his arms, comforted by his presence despite my lingering insecurities, but in the harsh
light of morning, self-preservation has reasserted itself. Alessandra's cruel assessment
may have been driven by jealousy, by a desire to wound, but it touched on fears I've
harbored since the beginning of our relationship. Fears that Knox's impassioned
denial hasn't entirely erased. And so | find myself retreating, rebuilding walls that had
begun to crumble, creating distance that feels necessary for my emotional survival
even as it clearlyconfuses and frustrates the man watching me with those too-
perceptive dark eyes.

"You're quiet this morning," Knox observes, his tone casual though nothing about his
attention is ever truly casual. He misses nothing—not my deliberate physical
distance, not the way I've avoided eye contact since waking, not how | slipped from
bed earlier than usual to shower aone.

"Just thinking about the day ahead,” | respond, the lie transparent even to my own
ears. "l have meetings at the gallery all afternoon.”

He sips his coffee, studying me over the rim of the mug. "Last night was significant,"
he states, not a question but a prompt. An invitation to discuss what happened at the



gala, hisrare display of emotional vulnerability, the declarations made in the quiet of
the Egyptian wing.

"It was a lovely event,” | deflect, busying myself with rinsing my own empty cup.
"The foundation will be pleased with the fundraising results."

"Seraphina." Just my name, but weighted with meaning, with warning. Knox has
never tolerated evasion, has aways demanded direct engagement even when it's
uncomfortable. Especially when it's uncomfortable.

| turn to face him fully, summoning the gallery director composure that's served me
well in difficult professional situations. "I appreciate what you said last night. How
you defended me. It was...unexpected."

"But?' he prompts, hearing the unspoken qualification in my voice.

"But | need some time to process everything." | straighten my shoulders, forcing
myself to maintain eye contact despite the intensity of his gaze. "I think | should
move back to the guest room for a few days. Give myself some space to think
clearly."

The temperature in the kitchen seems to drop severa degrees. Knox's expression
doesn't change, but something shifts in his eyes—a darkening, a narrowing of focus
that reminds me of a predator recal culating its approach to cornered prey.

"No," he says ssimply, the single syllable carrying absolute finality.

"No?" | repeat, indignation flaring despite my attempt at emotional distance. "That's
not arequest that requires your permission, Knox. I'm stating what | need."

"What you think you need," he corrects, setting down his coffee mug with deliberate



care. "What you're actually doing is retreating because Alessandra's words scared
you. Because my emotional honesty last night scared you even more. Because it's
easier to run than to face what's happening between us."

His accuracy is infuriating, his ability to read me a violation and comfort in equal
measure. "I'm not running,” | argue, though we both know it's at least partially untrue.
"I'm creating necessary space to maintain perspective. To ensure | don't lose myself
in...inthis."

| gesture vaguely between us, unable to adequately name what "this' is—this
magnetic pull, this emotional intensity, this connection that seems to transcend my
best efforts at independence.

Knox moves around the island with the fluid grace that aways reminds me of his
underlying physical power. | back up instinctively, my lower back pressing against
the counter as he stops directly in front of me, close enough that | can feel the heat
radiating from his body but not quite touching.

"Space is the last thing you need," he says, his voice softening though losing none of
its conviction. "What you need is reassurance. Certainty. Proof that what | said last
night wasn't just words meant to comfort you in the moment."

"You can't possibly know what | need better than | do myself,"” | counter, the
argument familiar territory in our ongoing power struggle.

"Can't I?" His hand rises to cup my face, the touch gentle despite my attempt to
maintain distance. "Haven't | proven, time and again, that | understand what you need
even when you fight it? Even when you deny it to yourself?"

| try to turn away, but his other hand comes up, framing my face between his palms,
forcing me to meet his gaze. "Stop running, Seraphina. Stop hiding. If Alessandra's



assessment frightened you, tell me why. If my emotional honesty last night was too
much, tell me how. But don't retreat behind walls we've spent weeks breaking down.
Don't go backward when we've finally started moving forward."

“I'm scared,” | admit, the truth torn from me by his relentless pursuit, by the genuine
concern | can read in his expression despite his commanding tone. "Not just of what
Alessandra said, but of how much it hurt to hear it. Of how much power you have
over me. Of how completely | could lose myself inyou if I'm not careful.”

Something softens in his eyes—recognition, understanding, perhaps even a flash of
his own vulnerability. "You think I'm not equally terrified?' he asks, surprising me.
"You think it was easy for me to expose myself the way | did last night? To admit
how essential you are to me? How hollow my life was without you in it?"

Our eyes lock, mutual vulnerability creating a different kind of intimacy than the
physical connection we've reestablished in recent weeks. This is deeper, more
dangerous—the exposure of fears and needs usually kept carefully guarded.

"The difference,” | say softly, "isthat you have all the power in this relationship. Y ou
aways have. Your wealth, yourinfluence, your absolute certainty. Your ability to
simply take what you want, as you did when you interrupted my wedding."

"You think | have the power?' Something like disbelief colors his voice. "When you
could devastate me with a single word? When your absence left me incomplete in
ways | didn't even understand until you were gone? When the mere thought of losing
you again makes me willing to risk everything I've built, everything | am?"

His honesty is disarming, his admission of vulnerability at odds with the controlling,
possessive man who carried me from the atar, who kept me on his island until |
acknowledged what was between us, who orchestrated my gradual surrender with
strategic precision.



"Moving to the guest room won't change what's between us," he continues, his
thumbs brushing my cheekbones in a gesture so tender it makes my throat tight with
emotion. "Creating artificial distance won't give you clarity. It will only feed your
fears, give power to Alessandras poisonous assessment, undermine the progress
we've made."

"And if | need that distance anyway?' | challenge, a last effort at asserting
independence even as | feel my resolve weakening beneath his touch, his words, his
unwavering focus.

“Then I'll respect it," he says, surprising me again. "If, after honest reflection, you
truly believe sleeping apart will help you rather than hurt you, | won't force the issue.
But I'm asking you to consider whether retreat is really what you need right now, or if
it'ssimply what feels safest.”
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The distinction strikes home with uncomfortable accuracy. Safety has aways been
my default when emotions become too intense, when vulnerability feels too
dangerous. It's why | left Knox eighteen months ago. It's why | nearly married
Richard. It's why I'm trying to retreat now, when Knox's emotionalhonesty and
Alessandra's cruel assessment have combined to make me feel exposed, vulnerable, at
risk.

"I don't know how to do this," | admit, the words barely audible. "How to be with
someone like you without losing myself. How to maintain my identity when you're
S0...overwhelming."

"We figure it out together," he says ssimply. "Day by day. Moment by moment. With
honesty, with communication, with mutual respect for each other's needs.” His hands
dlide from my face to my shoulders, then down my arms to capture my hands in his.
"But not with physical distance. Not with emotional walls. Not with retreat disguised

as 'processing.

Our fingers intertwine, and | feel that same electric awareness that's always existed
between us, that connection that transcends physical attraction or circumstantial
entanglement. That recognizes something essential, something irreplaceable in the
other.

"Stay," Knox says, the word both command and request. “"Stay in our bed. Stay
present with me. Stay engaged in figuring out how we balance my need to protect
with your need for independence. How we create something that honors both of us
without diminishing either."



| search his face, looking for the calculation, the manipulation, the strategic
maneuvering I've come to expect from Knox Vance. Finding instead an openness, a
vulnerability, a genuine plea that's far more persuasive than any demand could ever
be.

"Alessandra was wrong about many things," he continues, his voice low and intent.
"But perhaps her cruelest lie was suggesting you aren't my equal. You are the only
person who has ever truly challenged me, Seraphina. The only one who hasn't been
blinded by wealth or power or position. The only one who has demanded | be better,
do better, love better."

Love. There it is again—the word he used last night in the Egyptian wing, the
declaration I'm still not ready to fully process or return. But hearing it now, in the
quiet of our kitchen rather than the emotional aftermath of Alessandras cruelty, it
carries different weight. More real. More authentic. More frightening in its
implications.

"I need to protect myself,” | say finaly, the last defense of a woman who knows she's
already surrendering. "From how much it would hurt to believe you, to trust this, and
be wrong."

"Then let me protect you instead,” he counters, bringing our joined hands to his chest,
pressing them against his heartbeat. "From Alessandra's poison. From your own fears.
From anything and anyone who would make you doubt your place in my life, your
value beyond any role you play, your absolute centrality to everything that matters to

me.

It would be so easy to say yes. To lean into the security he offers, the certainty he
projects, the love he's declaring with unprecedented vulnerability. To surrender the
last of my resistance and acknowledge what we both know is true—that fighting
what's between us has aways been futile, that we are bound together by something



deeper than circumstance or convenience or even the child | carry.

But self-preservation runs deep, the fear of losing myself in his overwhelming
presence a specter | can't quite banish despite his assurances.

"I need to go to work,"” | say instead of answering directly, gently extracting my
hands from his. "l have meetings | can't reschedule.”

Disappointment flashes across his features before determination replaces it. "Well
continue this discussion tonight," he states, not a question but a certainty. "This isn't
over, Seraphina. | won't let you retreat. Not again."

As | gather my things and prepare to leave for the gallery, | can feel his eyes
following me, his attention unwavering despite my attempted withdrawal. And |
know, with both trepidation and a treacherous sense of relief, that Knox is right—this
isn't over. He won't let me push him away, won't let me hide behind emotional walls,
won't let me retreat from the intense connection that has always defined our
relationship.

The question is whether that persistence represents the controlling domination I've
always feared, or the devoted commitment |'ve secretly craved. And whether | can
find the courage to discover the answer without running away.

Chapter Ten

Knox

My hands move methodicallyas | set my plan in motion, but inside my chest burns a
fire that has nothing to do with guilt and everything to do with determination.

Seraphina has retreated emotionally since the gala, since Alessandra's poisonous
words found purchase in her deepest insecurities, since my own emotional



vulnerability exposed depths she wasn't prepared to face. Her attempt this morning to
move back to the guest room, to create physical distance mirroring her emotional
withdrawal, confirmed what | already knew—she's scared. Not of me, but of us. Of
the intensity between us. Of how completely we belong to each other despite her
continued resistance. Words alone won't convince her. Rational arguments won't
penetrate the fear driving her retreat. What Seraphina needs is irrefutable evidence of
her place in my life, her value beyond motherhood or convenience, her absolute
centrality to everything | am and everything I'll ever be. And | intend to provide that
evidence in away so unmistakable, so overwhelming, that even her most determined
resistance will crumble beneath its weight.

| reach for my phone, issuing a series of rapid commands to my most trusted staff.
"Clear my schedule for the remainder of the day. Have Gabriel increase security at
the gallery, but discreetly. Contact Emerson at Vogue—I'm ready to give that
exclusive he's been requesting, with specific conditions. And tell Clarence to bring
the finished piece. Today."

Each instruction is acknowledged with immediate compliance, my team accustomed
to executing my directives without question, regardless of how sudden or seemingly
irrational. They've learned that what appears impulsive is usually the culmination of
careful calculation, that my timing is deliberate even when it seems spontaneous.

This particular plan has been developing since the moment Seraphina returned to my
life—waiting for the right moment, the precise circumstances that would make its
impact undeniable. Alessandra's cruelty, followed by Seraphinas emotional retreat,
has created exactly the scenario I've been anticipating. The vulnerability beneath her
defenses is exposed, the foundation of her resistance cracked. Now is the time to
apply strategic pressure to those fractures, to shatter the last of her doubts about her
placein my life.

Four hours later, everything is in place. The penthouse has been transformed



according to my exacting specifications—every detail perfect, every element chosen
with deliberate intent. Clarence arrived with the centerpiece of my plan, the physical
manifestation of my clam that will leave no room for misinterpretation or doubt.
Emerson from Vogue waits in my office, prepared to document what happens next, to
share it with the world under strict conditions I've personally dictated.

Gabridl's text confirms that Seraphina has left the gallery, heading home as expected
rather than attempting to avoid the conversation | promised this morning. Good. Her
courage, herwillingness to face confrontation rather than run from it, is one of the
many qualities that make her irreplaceablein my life.

| position myself carefully, calculating the optimal staging for maximum impact. This
isn't just a romantic gesture—it's a strategic deployment designed to overcome
specific resistance, to address particular insecurities, to establish unequivocal
certainty about Seraphina's place in my world. Every detail has been considered, from
lighting to timing to the precise words I'll say when she walks through the door.

The elevator's arrival pings, sending a surge of anticipation through my body. | hear
her footsteps in the foyer, the momentary pause as she notices the path of white rose
petals leading deeper into the penthouse. Then the sound of her approach, hesitant at
first, then more determined as curiosity overcomes caution.

"Knox?' she calls, her voice carrying anote of confusion. "What is all this?"

| remain silent, letting her follow the trail I've created, allowing anticipation to build
with each step. When she finally reaches the great room, her breath audibly catches at
the transformation before her. Every surface covered with her favorite flowers—not
just roses but peonies, ranunculus, orchids in precise shades that complement rather
than overwhelm. Hundreds of candles creating golden light that softens the modern
edges of the space. And dominating the center of the room, displayed on a custom
pedestal, the red velvet box containing my grandmother's diamonds, open to revea



what Clarence has created from them.

"What..." she begins, then stops, unable to process the scene before her.

Now | step forward from where I've been waiting, moving to stand beside the
pedestal, beside the ring that represents everything I'm offering her. "You tried to
retreat this morning,"l say without preamble. "To create distance. To protect yourself
from the intensity of what's between us."
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She doesn't deny it, her eyes fixed on the ring—a spectacular creation centered
around the largest of my grandmother's diamonds, surrounded by smaller stonesin a
setting both modern and timeless. Designed specifically for her hand, for her taste, for
the life she leads that requires elegance without ostentation.

"I told you | wouldn't let you run,” | continue, my voice steady despite the emotion
surging beneath the surface. "Not again. Not when what's between us matters more
than any fear, any doubt, any insecurity Alessandra or anyone else might plant.”

"Knox," she says softly, finally looking up from the ring to meet my eyes. "What is
this?'

"This is me proving what | told you last night,” | answer, taking a step toward her.
"That you are essential to me. Not as a convenience, not as the mother of my child,
but as the only woman who has ever made me feel complete. The only woman | have
ever loved or ever will love."

Her eyes widen at the declaration, at the raw honesty in my voice that few people
have ever heard. "You don't need to do this,” she says, gesturing at the elaborate
display surrounding us. "l wasn't going to leave. | just needed some space to think."

"Space leads to distance. Distance leads to doubt. Doubt leads to loss." | close the
remaining gap between us, taking her hands in mine. "I've lost you once already,
Seraphina. | won't risk it happening again because Alessandra Winters planted poison
in your mind with her jeal ous assessment."

"Thisis..." shetrails off, looking around at the transformed room, at the photographer



I've allowed her to notice now, at the ring waiting on its pedestal. "Thisis alot, Knox.
Very public. Very...permanent.”

"Yes," | agree smply. "Because that's what we are. Public. Permanent. Irrevocable.” |
guide her toward the pedestal, positioning her directly in front of the ring. "This isn't
just jewelry, Seraphina. This is my statement to you, to the world, to anyone who
might ever question your placein my life."

The ring catches the light, throwing prismatic reflections across her face. It's
magnificent—as unique and irreplaceable as the woman it's designed for. But it's not
just the center diamond that matters. It's what surrounds it, what Clarence has
incorporated into the setting at my specific instruction.

"Look closely,” | urge her, watching her expression as she notices the detail she
missed in her initial shock.

"Is that...?" Her finger hovers over the platinum band, tracing the intricate pattern
embedded within it.

"Your heartbeat,” | confirm. "From your last medical appointment. The rhythm that's
become as essential to me as my own. Captured in platinum, in diamonds, in a ring
that will mark you as mine to the world but remind you with every glance of how
completely | belong to you as well."

Her eyesfill with tears, the significance of the gesture hitting her with the full force |
intended. Thisisn't just aring. It's physical proof of her centrality to my existence, of
how thoroughly she's embedded herself in every aspect of my life, of how the
biological rhythm that keeps her alive has become the cadence by which | measure
my own existence.

"And that's not al,” | continue, reaching for her left hand. "The band is inscribed.



Read it."

Carefully, | turn the ring to revea the words engraved inside, visible only to the
wearer, a private message between us alone: "My equal. My balance. My heart."

A single tear escapes, tracking down her cheek as she reads the inscription. "Knox,"
she whispers, her voice breaking on my name. "l don't know what to say."

"Say you'll stop doubting your place in my life," | respond, lifting the ring from its
velvet nest. "Say you'll stop questioning your value beyond any role you play. Say
you'll accept what we both know is true—that you are mine and | am yours,
completely and irrevocably."

| don't kneel. We're beyond such conventional gestures, beyond the traditional scripts
that govern ordinary relationships. Instead, | hold the ring between us, a physical
manifestation of the claim I've been making since the moment | interrupted her
wedding.

“I'm not asking if you'll marry me"” | clarify, watching her eyes widen at the
unexpected turn. "I'm telling you that you will. That it's inevitable. That fighting it is
as futile as fighting gravity or time or any other fundamental force of nature. What
I'm asking is whether you'll stop fighting what we both know is meant to be."

Her breath catches, the directness of my approach simultaneously shocking and
reassuring her. This is us—no pretense, no games, no artificial adherence to

conventions that have never applied to the intensity between us.

"You're impossible," she says, but there's no heat in the accusation, only a reluctant
acceptance that fills me with triumphant certainty. "Completely, utterly impossible.”

"For everyone but you," | counter, the simple truth behind all my actions since



bringing her back into my life. "For you, | am inevitable."

Her hand trembles dlightly as she extends it toward me, not quite surrender but no
longer active resistance. | dlide the ring onto her finger, the perfect fit a testament to
the care with which it was created, to how completely | know her. The diamonds
catch the light, broadcasting my claim to anyone who might see, the embedded
heartbeat and hidden inscription our private connection beneath the public
declaration.

"I'm still scared,” she admits, looking down at the ring now adorning her hand. "Of
losing myself in you. Of how completely you consume every aspect of my life."

"Asyou consume mine," | remind her, tilting her chin up to meet my eyes. "That's not
loss, Seraphina. That's transformation. Two independent forces becoming something
greater together than either could be alone."

Before she can respond, | capture her mouth with mine, pouring into the kiss
everything words can't adequately express—the possession, the devotion, the absolute
certainty that she is mine as completely as | am hers. Her body responds instantly,
melting against me as it has from the beginning, honest even when her mind still
harbors doubts.

I'm vaguely aware of the photographer capturing this moment, of the exclusive
Vogue will run announcing our engagement on my terms, with my narrative firmly
established. Of how this public declaration will solidify Seraphinas position,
neutralize Alessandra's poison, establish beyond question that Seraphina Vale is not
temporary or convenient but essential and permanent.

But those strategic considerations fade to background noise as Seraphina's arms wrap
around my neck, as she kisses me back with equal fervor, as her body presses against
mine in unmistakable surrender. The ring on her finger catches in my hair, the sight



tug a physical reminder of what I've accomplished—not just a public claiming, but
another crucial step in her acceptance of what exists between us.

When we finally break apart, both breathing hard, her eyes meet mine with a mixture
of resignation and wonder. "Youve won,"” she whispers, the words an
acknowledgment rather than a concession. "Y ou always do."

"No," | correct her, brushing a strand of honey-blonde hair from her flushed face.
"We've won. Against doubt, against fear,against anyone who would come between us
or make you question your place in my world."
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And as | lead her toward our bedroom, leaving behind the elaborate display and the
photographer who has captured exactly what | wanted documented, | know with
absolute certainty that Seraphina's attempt to retreat has failed completely. She may
still harbor fears, may still struggle with the intensity between us, but she is wearing
my ring, accepting my claim, acknowledging what we both know istrue.

She ismine. | am hers. And nothing—not Alessandra's poison, not Seraphina's fears,
not anything or anyone—will ever change that fundamental, irrevocable truth.

Chapter Eleven
Seraphina

My fingers brushagainst the unfamiliar weight on my left hand, and | feel a jolt—not
just from the contact but from the sudden, overwhelming panic that floods through
me. Knox's ring. His clam. His very public, very permanent declaration of
possession. In the warm light of morning, with his sleeping form beside me, the full
implications of yesterday hit me with the force of a physical blow. The transformed
penthouse, the photographer from Vogue, the ring with my actual heartbeat
embedded in it—all of it orchestrated with Knox's typical thoroughness to ensure |
couldn't retreat, couldn't maintain the emotional distance I'd tried to create. And |
surrendered. Melted under the intensity of his focus, the sincerity of his declaration,
the sheer overwhelming force of his devotion. Accepted his ring, his claim, his
assertion that our marriage is inevitable. But now, in the quiet dawn, panic claws at
my throat, a desperate animal need for space, for air, for a moment of clarity not
shaped by Knox's all-consuming presence in my life.



| slide carefully from bed, holding my breath as Knox shifts slightly but doesn't wake.
He looks younger in sleep, the hard lines of determination softened, the calculating
intensity temporarily at rest. For a moment, watching him, my panic
recedes—replaced by a tenderness that frightens me aimost as much. Because that's
the true danger here—not just Knox's possessiveness, his determination to claim me
completely, but my own willingness to surrender to it. To lose myself in the safety
and certainty he offers.

Moving silently to the bathroom, | close the door before turning on the light. The
woman who stares back at me from the mirror looks both familiar and foreign—my
features, my honey-blonde hair tousled from slegp (and Knox's hands), but something
different in my eyes. A deer-in-headlights quality, a barely contained wildness that
speaks to the panic building inside me.

The ring catches the light as | raise my hand, the main diamond sending prisms
dancing across the bathroom wall. It's spectacular—of course it is. Knox would never
settle for anything less than perfection, especialy for something meant to mark me as
his. | twist it, revealing the inscription hidden on the inside of the band: "My equal.
My balance. My heart."

Beautiful words. Meaningful words. Words that touched me deeply yesterday when
Knox revealed them, that seemed to answer my fears about being merely convenient,
merely the mother of his child, merely temporary in his grand scheme. But now, in
the cold light of morning, they feel like the final lock on a gilded cage, the last thread
in aweb so beautifully constructed | willingly walked into it.

Equal? How can there be equality in a relationship where one person orchestrates
every major decision, controls the environment, shapes the narrative? Where one
personcan transform the penthouse, summon photographers, declare engagements
without so much as consulting the other person?



Balance? What balance exists when Knox's will inevitably prevails, when his
resources and determination ensure that resistance is ultimately futile, when hisvision
of our future systematically eliminates al other possibilities?

His heart? That, at least, | believe. The vulnerability in his eyes yesterday, the
rawness in his voice when he declared his love—those weren't calculated or strategic.
Those were real. And that's what makes this al so much harder, so much more
confusing.

Because Knox does love me. In his possessive, overwhelming, all-consuming way, he
loves me completely. The question isn't his devotion—it's whether | can survive it
without disappearing entirely.

The thought sends a fresh wave of panic through me, making my hands shake as |
splash cold water on my face. | need space. Air. Distance from the magnetic pull of
Knox's presence, from the carefully constructed reality he's created around us. Just
for a day. Maybe two. Just long enough to think clearly, to find my center again, to
decide whether | can truly do this—become Mrs. Knox Vance, surrender to hisvision
of our future, accept that hiswill shall shape our shared redlity.

But how? Knox has made it clear he won't tolerate retreat, won't accept my need for
distance, won't allow me to pull away even temporarily. The security in the building
is state-of-the-art, the staff loya to him, my movements discreetly but constantly
monitored. Even at the gallery, Cain maintains his watchful presence, reporting back
to Knox with a regularity that masguerades as protection but often feels like
surveillance.

| return to the bedroom, watching Knox sleep for another moment. He has meetings
today—important ones he can't reschedule, with investors from Tokyo connecting via
videoconference due to the time difference. Three hours, maybe four, when his
attention will be fully occupied with his empire, when his awareness won't be entirely



focused on me.

My opportunity.

The plan forms as | shower, as | dress in casual clothes that won't attract attention.
Not a permanent escape—I'm not foolish enough to think | could truly disappear from
Knox Vance, especialy now, especially pregnant with his child. Just temporary
space. A day or two at a hotel where | can think clearly, can feel the boundaries of my
own self without his overwhelming presence blurring the edges, can decide with
clarity rather than surrender whether thisistruly what | want.

| leave the ring on. Partly because removing it feels like a bigger statement than I'm
ready to make, partly because its absence would immediately alert Knox to my
intentions if he wakes before | can leave. I've learned to choose my battles with him,
to preserve energy for the fights that truly matter. And this isn't about rejection—it's
about breathing room.

Knox wakes as I'm finishing dressing, his eyes immediately alert despite just
opening, finding me across the room with unerring precision. "Good morning,” he
says, his voice rough with sleep but his gaze sharp, assessing. Missing nothing—not
my casual clothes when | should be dressing for the gallery, not my hair pulled back
in a simple ponytail rather than my usual professional style, not the slight tension in
my shoulders as | turn to face him.

"Morning," | respond, moving to the bed and pressing a kiss to his forehead—a
calculated normalcy, a misdirection. "Y ou should go back to sleep. It's early."

His hand captures mine, thumb brushing over the ring. Satisfaction flickers in his
eyes at finding it still in place. "Where are you going? Y ou don't usually dress for the
galery this early."



"I thought I'd stop by Jani€'s first,” | lie, the name of a former assistant providing
convenient cover. "She's having an early showing of her work at that new space in
Brooklyn. Promised 1'd give her feedback before the formal opening.”

Knox studies my face, looking for the deception I'm working hard to conceal. I've
never been a good liar—especialy not with him, who reads me so easily. But the
engagement ring helps, providing a distraction, areason for any nervousness he might
detect. And the story is plausible—supporting young artists has always been part of
my professional mission.

"I'll have Gabriel drive you," he says, reaching for his phone on the nightstand.

"No need," | counter quickly, keeping my tone light. "l already called a car. And you
know how Gabriel feels about Brooklyn."

A small joke, referencing his head of security's well-known disdain for the borough.
Knox's lips quirk dlightly, but his eyes remain thoughtful, calculating. "Check in
when you arrive," he says finally, not quite a request.

"Of course." Another lie. By the time he expects that check-in, I'll be somewhere else
entirely, somewhere | can think without his presence coloring every thought, shaping
every decision.

He lets me go with one more assessing look, one more brush of his thumb over the
ring that marks me as his. | leave the bedroom with practiced casualness, forcing
myself not to hurry, not to reveal through body language the escape I'm planning.

In the kitchen, | pack my prenatal vitamins—the one thing | can't go without, won't
risk the baby's health regardless of my emotional turmoil. A small go-bag waitsin my
office, packed yesterday during Knox's shower, containing essentials for a day or two
away. Nothing that would trigger alarms if discovered—just a change of clothes,



basic toiletries, items | could plausibly be taking to the gallery for an overnight work
session.
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The elevator ride to the garage feels interminable, each second stretching with the
fear that Knox will appear, will somehow sense my intentions despite my careful
planning. But the doors open to reveal the empty garage, the row of luxury vehicles,
the freedom that waits just beyond the security gate.

| don't take one of Knox's cars—too easily traced, too obvious. Instead, | walk past
them to the street exit, the morning air cool against my face as | emerge onto the
sidewak. No car service, either, despite what | told Knox—those records would be
accessible to him with a single phone call, a single demand.

Instead, | hail a passing taxi, diding into the cracked leather seat with a sense of
anonymity that feels like the first full breath I've taken in weeks. "The Standard
Hotel," | tell the driver, choosing a place unlikely to attract Knox's immediate
attention, large enough to provide some measure of privacy.

As the taxi pulls away from the curb, from the building that houses the penthouse,
from Knox himself, the band around my chest loosens dightly. Guilt mingles with
relief, concern with determination. | twist the ring on my finger, feeling its weight, its
significance, its beauty and its burden.

This isn't rgection. Not exactly. It's self-preservation—a desperate grab for clarity
before | surrender completely to the gravitational pull that is Knox Vance, before |
lose the last edges of myself in his overwhelming presence. Just a day or two. Just
enough time to think clearly, to be certain that my decisions are truly mine and not
simply the path of least resistance against hisimplacable will.

The taxi moves through morning traffic, each block increasing the distance between



us, creating physical space that might allow for emotional clarity. On my finger, the
ring catches the sunlight streaming through the window, sendingsmall rainbows
dancing across the back of the driver's seat. My heartbeat embedded in platinum and
diamonds. Knox's claim made physical, visible, permanent.

| press my hand to my stomach, to the small life growing there that connects us
irrevocably regardless of rings or vows or public declarations. Our child. The ultimate
entanglement, the final proof that whatever happens between Knox and me, we are
bound together by something deeper than choice or convenience or momentary
desire.

"You've got a beautiful ring,” the taxi driver comments, catching the flash of
diamondsin his rearview mirror. "Recent engagement?’

"Yes," | answer, the ssmple truth easier than explanation. "Very recent."

"Congratulations,”" he says, his eyes returning to the road. "Nothing like starting a life
together."

That's the question, isn't it? Whether life with Knox is a beginning or an ending.
Whether surrendering to his vision, his will, his consuming love means creating
something new together or losing the essential core of who | am. Whether | can
maintain my identity, my independence, my sense of self while still giving him what
he needs, what he demands, what he deserves.

| don't know the answer. Can't know it while suffocating under the weight of his
presence, his planning, his absolute certainty. Hence this escape. This breathing
room. This desperate grab for clarity before the tidal wave that is Knox Vance sweeps
awvay the last of my resistance, the fina boundaries between his will and my
surrender.



As the taxi navigates toward downtown, | silence my phone, knowing Knox will call
soon, will expect me to check in as promised. The guilt is there—for the deception,
for the worry I'll cause him, for the certainty that my disappearance will trigger every
possessive, protective instinct he possesses. But beneathit burns a fiercer
determination—to claim this space, this time, this moment of clarity for myself
before deciding whether | can truly become what Knox wants, what Knox needs,
what Knox has already declared inevitable.

Mrs. Knox Vance. Hiswife. The mother of his child.His.

The taxi stops in front of the hotel, and | pay in cash, another small defiance against
the digital trail Knox could so easily follow. The ring weighs heavy on my finger as|
check in, as | ride the elevator to my room, as | finally close the door behind me and
sink onto the edge of the bed.

Alone. Truly aone for the first time in weeks. The silence both welcome and
oppressive after the constant awareness of Knox's presence, the perpetual hum of
connection between us even when in separate rooms,

| know what I've done will hurt him. Know that my disappearance will trigger his
deepest fears of loss, of abandonment, of having what matters most slip through his
grasp. Know that when he finds me—and he will find me, of that | have no
doubt—nhis reaction will be intense, overwhelming, possibly frightening in its raw
emotion.

But | also know that this space, this clarity, this moment of being fully myself rather
than an extension of his will, is necessary if I'm to move forward with open eyes. If
I'm to give myself to Knox Vance, it must be a conscious choice, a deliberate
surrender, not simply the path of least resistance against his implacable
determination.



The ring catches the light again, a constant reminder of the man I've left behind, of
the claim I've neither fully accepted nor entirely rejected. My heartbeat in platinum
and diamonds. His devotion made physical, visible, permanent.

| don't remove it. Not yet. Because | don't know what comes next—only that | need
this space, this clarity, this breath of air unconditioned by Knox's presence, before |
can decide whetherto fully embrace or finaly reject the future he's designed for us
with such confident certainty.

Chapter Twelve

Knox

Her hair isa tangle of honey-blonde strands pulled back in a hasty ponytail, her lips a
tense line of apprehension when | finally find her. Six hours, fourteen minutes since |
realized she'd run. Six hours, fourteen minutes of cold, calculated fury mixed with a
fear so primal it nearly brought me to my knees. Six hours, fourteen minutes of
mobilizing every resource at my disposal, of tracking her methodically while my
mind conjured increasingly desperate scenarios. Standing in the doorway of the hotel
room my security team has just unlocked, watching her rise from the bed with wide
eyes like a cornered animal, | feel something crack inside me—the control I've
maintained throughout the search fracturing under the weight of relief and rage in
egual measure. She still wears my ring. That's the first thing | notice, the first detail
my mind registers through the red haze of emotion. She ran, but she didn't remove my
clam. Didn't fully reject what | offered, what | declared, what | know with bone-deep
certainty is meant to be.

"Knox," she says, my name both acknowledgment and plea. "I can explain?—"

"Save it," | cut her off, stepping into the room and closing the door behind me with
deliberate control, despite the storm raging inside me. "l've spent the last six hours



Imagining every possible scenario—that you'd been taken, hurt, lost. That something
had happened to you or our child. That some enemy of mine had found a way to
strike at me through what matters most."

| pause, letting her see the raw emotion I've contained during the search, the fear
beneath the fury. "Instead, | find you here. Safe. Unharmed. Having run from me by
choice, with calculation, with deliberation."

Her chin lifts dlightly, that familiar defiance that ssmultaneously infuriates and
captivates me. "I didn't run from you. Not exactly. | just needed space. Time to think
clearly without your...overwhelming presence.”

"Space," | repeat, the word like acid on my tongue. "Time." | move closer, watching
her fight the instinct to back away, to maintain distance. "After everything. After the
ring. After my declaration. After what we shared.”

The morning had started normally enough. I'd registered her absence when | woke
fully, noted her casua attire, accepted her explanation about visiting her former
assistant's exhibition. It wasn't until an hour later, when she failed to check in as
promised, that the first threads of suspicion formed. Two hours later, when calls to
her phone went straight to voicemail and the gallery confirmed she hadn't arrived for
her scheduled meetings, suspicion crystallized into certainty.

Sheran.
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Even then, | maintained control. Summoned Gabriel, initiated protocols I've had in
place since bringing her back into my life—contingencies for exactly this scenario,
though I'd hoped never to need them. Credit card activity monitored,surveillance
cameras accessed, facial recognition deployed across the city's security network. All
while | continued my meetings, presenting an unruffled exterior while fury and fear
waged war inside me.

"I was going to call you," she says now, her hands twisting together nervously.
"Tonight or tomorrow. | just needed a day or two to clear my head, to make sure |
was thinking clearly about everything that's happened.”

"A day or two," | echo, advancing another step until mere feet separate us. "While |
what? Waited? Wondered? Imagined you hurt or worse?"

"I left my prenatal vitamins out so you'd know | hadn't gone far," she counters,
gesturing to the small bag open on the bed. "I kept the ring on. | wasn't rejecting you,
Knox. | was just trying to catch my breath."

"You lied to me" | state, the betrayal cutting deeper than | care to admit. "Looked me
in the eyes and lied about where you were going, who you were meeting. Created a
deliberate fiction to facilitate your escape.”

She doesn't deny it, can't deny what's objectively true. "Yes," she admits finally.
"Because you wouldn't have let me go otherwise. Wouldn't have understood my need

for space, for clarity, for amoment to think that wasn't colored by your presence.”

"Then help me understand now," | challenge, closing the fina distance between us,



close enough to touch though | keep my hands at my sides through sheer force of
will. "Explain to me how running, lying, hiding accomplishes anything except
proving that your commitment to what we're building is conditional at best."

Her eyes flash with a mixture of guilt and defiance. "My commitment? Y ou declared
our engagement to the world without even asking me, Knox. You summoned
V oguephotographers, orchestrated a public spectacle, presented me with a ring
embedded with my own heartbeat—all without a single conversation about whether |
was ready, whether | wanted it, whether | had concerns that needed addressing.”

"Would you have agreed if I'd asked?' | counter, knowing the answer before she
speaks.

" don't know," she admits, honest at least in this. "That's the point. | needed space to
figure that out. To decide whether | can do this—be yours in the all-consuming way
you demand—uwithout losing myself completely in the process.”

Her words strike deeper than she knows, finding the heart of my fear, my
vulnerability, my deepest concern. Because despite the possessiveness, the control,
the determination to claim her completely, the last thing | want isto diminish the fire,
the independence, the strength that make her who she is. That make her perfect for
me.

"You think that's what | want?' | ask, my voice rougher than intended. "For you to
lose yourself? To become some mindless extension of my will rather than the woman
who challenges me at every turn? Who makes me question myself, prove myself, be
better than | am?"

Confusion flickers across her face, as if this perspective hasn't occurred to her. "But
you're so...controlling. So certain. So determined that everything happen exactly
according to your vision, your timeline, your plan."



"Because | know what we could be together,” | explain, allowing more vulnerability
into my voice than I've shown anyone besides her. "Because |'ve seen the possibility
of us, experienced what we create when we're united rather than divided, and I'm
impatient for you to recognize it too. Not because | want to control you, but because |
want to build something extraordinary with you, you crazy, impossible woman,” |
growl, my frustration bubbling up inside me until Icrash my lips onto hers, al the fear
and desperation I’ ve felt coming to the surface.

Her lips yield beneath mine, soft and pliant despite the steel in her spine moments
ago. That's what drives me wild about Piper—the contradiction. The way she fights
me with fire in her eyes one moment, then melts against me the next. | can feel her
surrender in the small gasp that escapes her mouth, in the way her fingers clutch at
my shirt.

When | pull back, her eyes remain closed for a heartbeat too long. Victory surges
through my veins.

"See?' | rasp, my thumb tracing her bottom lip. "This is what I'm talking about. This
connection.”

"Physical attraction isn't enough to build alife on," she whispers, but there's doubt in
her voice now.

| laugh, the sound low and rough. "Baby, if you think what's between us is just
physical, you're lying to yourself." My hand slides to cup her cheek, forcing her to

meet my gaze. "Thisisn't that. It's more and you know it."

Her pulse jumps beneath my fingertips. | can feel it racing, matching the thundering
of my own heart.

"Then what isit?" she challenges, but her voice trembles.



"It's everything." The words tear from somewhere deep inside me, a place | didn't
know existed before her. "It's looking at you and seeing the future | never thought |
wanted. It's feeling whole when you're near me and empty when you're gone.”

A tear dlips down her cheek, and | catch it with my thumb. My chest tightens at the
sight. This woman has unmade me, stripped away the hardened layers I've built over
years until I'm raw and exposed. And God help me, 1'd let her do it again and again if
it means she'll be mine.

"I'm scared," she admits, and the vulnerability in those two words nearly brings me to
my knees.

"Good," | tell her, pressing my forehead to hers. "That means it matters."

Her expression softens dlightly, the defensiveness giving way to something more
complicated. "I can't think clearly when I'm with you," she admits quietly. "You're
too...overwhelming. Too certain. Too everything. | needed distance to sort through
my feelings without your gravitational pull affecting every thought."

"And did you find clarity in your few hours of freedom?"' | ask, genuine curiosity
tempering the anger still smmering beneath the surface. "Did running accomplish
what you hoped?”

She looks down at the ring still adorning her finger, twisting it dlightly. "l don't
know," she answers honestly. "l hadn't been here long enough to really think through
everything when you arrived."

"Because | found you," | state, not a question but a simple fact. "Because there's
nowhere you can go that | won't find you, Seraphina. Not because I'm trying to
control you, but because | can't bear the thought of losing you again."”



The raw admission hangs between us, the closest I've come to acknowledging the fear
that drove my frantic search, that fuels my current fury. The terror of losing her again,
of returning to the hollow existence | endured during our eighteen months apart.
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"I need to know why," | continue, finally alowing myself to touch her, one hand
coming up to cup her face, forcing her to meet my eyes. "Not why you needed
space—I can understand that, even if | don't like it. But why like this? Why the lies?
Why not tell me directly what you needed?”

"Would you have let me go?' she challenges, leaning amost imperceptibly into my
touch despite her words. "Would you have given me the space | asked for, or would
you have dismissed it as unnecessary, as resistance to be overcome, as another
obstacle to your vision of our future?"

The question strikes home with uncomfortable precision. Would | have understood?
Accepted? Allowed her the distance she felt she needed?

" don't know," | admit, matching her honesty with my own. "But you didn't give me
the chanceto try."

Something shifts in her expression—surprise a my admission, perhaps, or
recognition of the genuine hurt beneath my anger.

“I'm sorry," she says finally, the words clearly difficult for her. "Not for needing
space, but for how | went about it. For lying. For making you worry."

The apology soothes something raw inside me, though the larger issue remains
unresolved. With deliberate care, | take her left hand in mine, my thumb brushing

over the ring that still marks her as mine.

"This means something," | say, my voice low and intense. "This commitment I've



made to you, that | believed you were making to me. If you're not ready—if you truly
need more time before accepting what I'm offering—then tell me directly. But don't
run. Don't lie. Don't hide from me when something feels overwhelming or
frightening.”

Her eyes meet mine, vulnerability matching vulnerability in a rare moment of perfect
balance between us. "I'm scared,” she confesses, the words barely above a whisper.
"Of how completely you consume every aspect of my life. Of how easily | surrender
to your will when we're together. Of losing the person I've worked so hard to become
in the overwhelming force of your...everything."

"| don't want that person lost,” | tell her, cupping her face between my hands now. "I
want her beside me, challenging me, balancing me, making me better than | am on
my own. That's what 'My equal. My baance. My heart' means, Seraphina. Not
possession. Partnership."

She searches my face, looking for deception, for manipulation, for the calculated
maneuvering she's come to expect from me. Finding instead raw honesty, genuine
emotion, the vulnerability | show to no one but her.

"I need you to trust me," | continue, my thumbs brushing her cheekbones. "To believe
that | value your independence, your fire, your determination as much as | value your
surrender. That | don't want a woman diminished by my presence but elevated by our
connection.”

Her hands come up to cover mine, neither pulling away nor fully accepting, ssmply
acknowledging the contact, the connection, the truth in my words.

"I'm trying," she whispers. "But it's hard when everything moves so fast, when your
certainty leaves no room for my doubts, when your vision of our future seems to
override any aternatives | might consider."



"Then we'll work on that," | promise, the words a concession | would make for no
one elsein thisworld. "I'll try to give you the space you need, the time to process, the
room to voice doubts without feeling they're being summarily dismissed.”

Relief flickers across her features, quickly followed by suspicion. "Just like that?
You'll suddenly become patient, accommodating, willing to move at my pace rather
than yours?"'

"Not suddenly,” | correct her with a rueful smile. "Not easily. Not without struggle.
But for you—for us—I'll try. Because losing you again is unacceptable. Because
finding you here, safe but deliberately hidden from me, showed me exactly how
much needs to change if we're going to build something that lasts.”

She doesn't respond immediately, processing my words, testing them against her
knowledge of me, her experience of my typically unyielding nature. Finally, she nods
once, decision made.

"Take me home," she says softly. "We have alot to talk about."

| release her face, taking her hand instead, my thumb brushing once more over the
ring that still marks her as mine. Not a complete victory—not the unequivocal
surrender | might have demanded yesterday—but progress nonetheless.
Understanding reached, if not perfect agreement. Communication established where
silence and deception reigned hours before.

She gathers her few belongings, movements precise and efficient despite the
emotional intensity of our confrontation. | watch her, relief gradually replacing the
fear and fury that have driven me since discovering her absence. She hasn't rgjected
me. Hasn't removed my ring. Hasn't declared our future impossible or our connection
too overwhelming to sustain.



Instead, she's asking for patience. For understanding. For partnership rather than
pOssession.

It won't be easy. Control is too deeply ingrained in my nature, certainty too
fundamental to my worldview, protection too instinctive in my approach to what
matters most. But for Seraphina—for the future we can build together—I'll try. I'll
learn. I'll adapt.

Because the alternative—losing her again, returning to the hollow existence | endured
for eighteen months—is unacceptable.

Aswe leave the hotel room together, her hand still in mine despite everything, | know
with bone-deep certainty that our journey is far from over. That challenges remain,
battles loom, adjustments on both sides will be necessary.

But she's coming home with me. Wearing my ring. Carrying my child.

And for now, that's enough.

Chapter Thirteen

Seraphina

| wearthe same casual clothes from this morning, now rumpled from hours in the
hotel room, my ponytail loosened and disheveled as | walk beside Knox through the
hotel corridor. The silence between us is charged with unresolved tension, with
promises of patience that seem fragile against the backdrop of his tightly controlled
fury, with my own conflicted emotions about being found so quickly, so thoroughly.
His hand at the small of my back doesn't appear possessive to casual observers—just
aman guiding his partner—but | feel the dight pressure, the unmistakable message in
his touch: Mine. Still mine. Always mine. The hallway seems endless, each step



bringing us closer to whatever comes next in this complicated dance between his
need to possess and my need for autonomy. Between his absolute certainty and my
lingering doubts. Between the future he's designed with such confidence and my fear
of losing myself within it.
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The elevator descends with mechanical precision, the only sound the soft hum of
machinery and our measured breathing.Knox stands close—too close for the empty
space, his body angled toward mine as if to prevent any possibility of further escape.
His reflection in the polished metal doors shows a man barely containing powerful
emotions—jaw tight, eyes focused with laser intensity, shoulders rigid beneath his
impeccably tailored suit.

"Your security team,” | say finally, breaking the tense silence. "They're waiting
outside?"

"Yes." The single syllable reveals little, though | detect the undercurrent of still-
simmering anger beneath his controlled exterior.

"And the press? Will they be there too?' The question isn't idle. If Knox found me so
quickly, others may have picked up the trail as well—paparazzi hungry for the next
chapter in the dramatic saga of the gallery director kidnapped from her own wedding,
now wearing the ring of the billionaire who took her.

"Possibly." His gaze shifts to me briefly before returning to the descending floor
numbers. "The Vogue exclusive created interest. Our engagement is news."

Our engagement. The phrase still sends a flutter of panic through me despite the ring
on my finger, despite my decision to return with him, despite the genuine connection
| can't deny exists between us. An engagement | never formally accepted but
somehow find myself in the middle of nonetheless—Knox's will shaping readlity as it
always does.



The elevator doors open to the hotel lobby, revealing a space busier than when |
checked in hours ago. Business travelers with rolling luggage, tourists consulting
maps on phones, hotel staff moving with practiced efficiency. And across the marble
expanse, near the revolving doors that lead to the street, two men in dark suits
radiating the unmistakable alertness of security personnel—Gabriel and another
member of Knox's team.

Knox's hand presses more firmly against my back as we cross the lobby, guiding me
toward the exit with a deliberate pace that allows no hesitation, no second thoughts. |
can feel eyes turning toward us—Knox Vance commands attention in any space he
occupies, his presence too forceful, too magnetic to go unnoticed.

"There are photographers outside,” Gabriel informs Knox quietly as we approach, his
professional expression betraying nothing of what he might think about retrieving his
boss's runaway fiancée. "At least three that we've identified.”

Something shifts in Knox's demeanor—a dlight tensing of his shoulders, a
recalculation happening behind those dark eyes. | recognize the signs of Knox Vance
formulating a strategy, adjusting his approach to changing circumstances. It should
make me wary. Does make me wary.

"How did they find us?' | ask, voice low enough that only Knox and Gabriel can
hear.

"They follow me routinely," Knox answers, his attention now on the glass doors and
whatever waits beyond them. "The Vogue announcement elevated interest. Our
departure from the gala last night was noted. And now..."

He doesn't finish the thought, doesn't need to. And now they've scented drama—the
newly engaged billionaire tracking down his missing fiancée, a potential scandal too
juicy to ignore. Whatever happens next will be photographed, documented, splashed



across gossip sites and social media within minutes.

"Knox," | say, warning in my voice as | sense his intention forming. "Whatever
you're thinking?—"

Before | can finish, before | can protest or prepare, Knox moves with the fluid grace
that always catches me off guard despite knowing what he's capable of. One moment
I'm standing beside him; the next I'm airborne, his shoulder pressing intomy stomach
as he lifts me with insulting ease, one arm banded securely around the backs of my
thighs.

"Knox!" | gasp, the indignity of the position momentarily stealing more articulate
protest. "Put me down!"

"No," he responds calmly, already moving toward the exit with determined strides,
Gabriel clearing a path before us. "Not until we reach the car."

The absolute audacity—to throw me over his shoulder like a caveman, to physically
assert his clam in the most primitive way possible, to transform what should be a
private reconciliation into a public spectacle of possession. Fury floods through me,
hot and clarifying after hours of emotional confusion.

"Thisis outrageous,” | hiss, hands pressing against his back in futile resistance. "Y ou
can't just?—"

"I can and | am,"” he interrupts, pushing through the revolving doors into the
afternoon sunlight. "Hold still unless you want to give the photographers an even
better show."

The camera flashes hit immediately—strobing bursts of light accompanied by
shouted questions that blend into meaningless noise. Through my upside-down



perspective, | see curious pedestrians stopping to stare, phones raised to capture the
spectacle of Knox Vance carrying a woman over his shoulder like some trophy, some
conquest, some possession being reclaimed.

"Mr. Vance! Istheretroublein paradise already?’

"Seraphinal Areyou leaving him?”

"Knox! Comment on the engagement?"

The questions penetrate my outrage, highlighting the public nature of this
humiliation. Heat floods my face, partly from the blood rushing to my head in this
undignified position, partly from the mortification of being carried through midtown
Manhattan like arebellious child.

"I will never forgive you for this," | promise, my voice low enough that only Knox
can hear despite the fury infusing each word. "Never."

His hand tightens dlightly where it grips my thighs, the only acknowledgment of my
threat. He continues forward with unwavering purpose, each stride eating up distance
between the hotel entrance and the black SUV waiting at the curb, Gabriel moving
ahead to open the rear door.

The journey feels eternal though it can only be thirty or forty feet. With each step, my
outrage transforms, shifts, deepens into something more complex. Because beneath
the humiliation, beneath the righteous anger at being handled like property, lies a
treacherous heat that | can't deny. A primal response to Knox's raw display of
possession, to the strength with which he carries me, to the absolute certainty with
which he claims me before the world.

| hate myself for it. Hate the part of me that responds to this caveman display, that



finds something darkly thrilling in being so thoroughly claimed, so publicly marked
as his. It's antithetical to everything | believe about equality, about autonomy, about
modern rel ationships based on mutual respect rather than primitive possession.

Yet it's there—that heat, that response, that shameful thrill at being the woman Knox
Vance would throw over his shoulder in broad daylight, before cameras and
strangers, to assert his claim.
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We reach the SUV, and with a fluid movement that again reminds me of his physical
power, Knox lowers me into the back seat. Before | can scramble away, he slides in
beside me, his larger frame effectively trapping me against the leather upholstery.
Gabriel closes the door behind us, the sound oddly final as the tinted windows seal us
away from curious eyes and camera lenses.

"What the hell was that?' | demand the moment we're alone, fury freshly ignited now
that I'm upright and facing him. "That caveman display, that public humiliation,
that—that claiming!"

"That," Knox says with infuriating calm, "was me making a statement. To the press.
To you. To anyone who might question what happens when my fiancée disappears.”

"I'm not your fiancée," | counter automatically, though the ring on my finger makes
the denial ring hollow. "Not officially. Not by choice or agreement or any of the
normal ways people get engaged.”

“The ring on your finger says otherwise he points out, his gaze dropping
deliberately to my left hand. "The Vogue exclusive says otherwise. And now, the
photos that will be everywhere by evening will say otherwise."

The vehicle pulls smoothly away from the curb, Gabriel and the other security team
member in the front seats studiously ignoring the heated exchange happening behind
them. The privacy screen slides up without prompting, giving us the illusion of being
alone in the confined space.

"You promised patience,”" | remind him, struggling to keep my voice steady despite



the emotions churning inside me. "Understanding. Partnership rather than possession.
That display was the exact opposite of everything you just promised.”

Something flickersin his eyes—not regret, precisely, but perhaps recognition that his
actions contradicted his words from minutes earlier. "You ran," he says simply, as if
that explains everything. Justifies everything.

"I needed space,” | correct him. "Time to think clearly without your overwhelming
presence coloring every thought. And | was coming back."

"Were you?' The question carries genuine uncertainty beneath the challenge, a
vulnerability that catches me off guard.

"Yes," | admit, the truth easier than | expected. "I wasn't rgjecting you, Knox. Just
trying to find clarity about what accepting you—accepting this—really means."

His hand covers mine where it rests on the seat between us, his thumb brushing over
the ring in what has become a habitual gesture. "And did you find that clarity in your
few hours away?"'

"| was starting to,” | answer honestly. "Before you found me. Before you threw me
over your shoulder like some trophy being reclaimed.”

"Not a trophy,” he corrects, his voice softening dightly. "Never that. Something
infinitely more precious. Something | can't bear to lose again.”

The raw emoation in his voice disarms me, makes it harder to maintain the righteous
indignation his caveman display deserves. This is the contradiction at the heart of
Knox Vance—the possessive, controlling, utterly dominant man whose actions seem
designed to overwhelm any resistance, alongside the vulnerable, devoted man who
has shown me depths of feeling I've never witnessed in anyone else.



"You can't keep doing this," | say finally, turning my hand beneath his so our palms
meet, a small concession to the connection | can't deny exists between us. "Can't keep
overwhelming every boundary, every attempt at independence, every effort to
maintain some sense of self separate from you."

"I know," he acknowledges, surprising me with his candor. "But you can't keep
running when things feel too intense, too real, too demanding. Can't keep retreating
behind walls when vulnerability feels dangerous.”

His accuracy hits home, highlighting the parallel struggles we face—his to loosen
control, mine to stop running from intensity. Both of us fighting instincts deeply
ingrained, protective mechanisms developed long before we met each other.

"So where does that leave us?' | ask, genuinely uncertain about how we move
forward from this impasse, this fundamental tension between his nature and mine.

His fingers intertwine with mine, the gesture both possessive and tender. "Learning,”
he says simply. "Me, to give you the space you need without feeling like I'm losing
you. Y ou, to accept the intensity between us without fearing it will consume you."

The SUV moves through Manhattan traffic, taking us back to the penthouse, back to
the life Knox has crafted for us with such careful determination. The ring catches the
afternoon light filtering through the tinted windows, sending small rainbows dancing
across the leather seats. My heartbeat embedded in platinum and diamonds. His claim
made physical, visible, permanent.

"No more throwing me over your shoulder,” | stipulate, needing to establish at least
one clear boundary after today's display. "No more public demonstrations of

possession without my consent.”

A smal smile tugs at the corner of his mouth, not quite contrition but



acknowledgment of my point. "Agreed," he concedes. "Unless absolutely necessary."

| narrow my eyes at the qualification. "Define 'absol utely necessary.

"Life-threatening situations," he offers. "Natural disasters. Zombie apocalypse.”

The absurdity of the last example startles a reluctant laugh from me, breaking some
of the tension that's coiled between us since the moment he found me in that hotel
room. His answering smile—genuine, unguarded—reminds me of the man behind the
billionaire facade, the man I've been falling for despite my best efforts at resistance.

The man who would throw me over his shoulder in broad daylight, before cameras
and strangers, not just to assert hisclaim but because the thought of losing me again
terrifies him more than any business challenge, any financial threat, any public
scandal.

I'm still not sure if that devotion represents salvation or danger. If his intensity will
elevate or consume me. If what exists between us can find balance between his need
to possess and my need for independence.

But as his thumb traces circles on my pam, as the penthouse comes into view
through the windshield, as my body remembers with treacherous clarity exactly how
it feels to be claimed completely by Knox Vance, | find myself willing to stay and
discover the answer.

At least for now.
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Chapter Fourteen
Knox

My hands movewith deliberate purpose as | guide Seraphina through the penthouse
door, but inside my chest burns a fire that has nothing to do with anger and
everything to do with primal need. Finding her, bringing her home, carrying her
through public space to assert my clam—all of it has awakened something
fundamental, something I've kept carefully controlled during our weeks of
reconciliation. The fear of losing her again, the raw terror of those hours not knowing
where she was, has crystalized into an urgent need to reclam her completely, to
imprint myself so thoroughly on her body and mind that running becomes
unthinkable. She's still angry about the public display—I can see it in the tense set of
her shoulders, the careful distance she tries to maintain between us now that we're
alone in the penthouse. But beneath that anger, | recognize the signs I've learned to
read so well—dilated pupils, quickened breath, the dlight flush spreading across her
cheekbones. My Seraphina, always conflicted, always fighting the intensity between
us even as her body acknowledges whather mind resists. Tonight, that conflict ends.
Tonight, | will show her exactly what happens when she runs from what's inevitable.

"I need a shower,” she says, moving toward the halway that leads to our
bedroom—not the guest room, | note with satisfaction, despite her earlier request to
return there. "We can talk after I've had time to?>—"

"No." The single syllable stops her in her tracks, her body responding to the
command in my voice before her mind can formulate resistance. "No more distance.
No more delays. No more pretending that what's between us can be managed or



controlled or contained."

She turns to face me, wariness mingling with defiance in her expression. "Knox, I'm
not in the mood for?—"

"You are," | interrupt, advancing toward her with measured steps, watching her eyes
widen as she reads my intent. "Your body is aready responding to me, to what's
coming. It always has, even when your mind fightsit."

"That's not fair," she protests, backing up until she hits the wall, nowhere left to
retreat. "Y ou can't just decide what I'm feeling, what | want."

"“I'm not deciding,” | correct her, stopping directly in front of her, close enough to feel
the heat radiating from her body but not yet touching. "I'm observing. Reading the
signs you've never been able to hide from me." My eyes deliberately track down her
body, noting each tell—the rapid pulse visible at her throat, the hardened nipples
pressing against her thin top, the amost imperceptible way she shifts her weight,
thighs pressing together. "Your body knows what it needs, Seraphina. What you
need. Even when your mind resists.”

Her breathing quickens further, anger and arousal warring in her expression. "And
what isit you think | need, exactly?'

"To surrender,” | answer simply. "To stop fighting what's inevitable. To acknowledge
that running is futile, that distance isillusion, that what exists between us transcends

your fears or my control or any boundary you try to establish.”

“That's not partnership,” she argues, but her voice lacks conviction. "That's
possession.”

"It's both," | counter, finally allowing myself to touch her, one hand coming up to cup



her face with deliberate gentleness that contrasts with the intensity of my gaze. "The
possession is mutual, Seraphina. | am as thoroughly yours as you are mine. The
difference is that I've accepted it, embraced it, built my life around it. While you still
fight, still run, still deny what we both know istrue.”

Her pupils dilate further at my touch, at my words, but stubborn pride keeps her chin
lifted, her resistance intact. "And what is that truth, exactly?"

"That you belong to me," | state, absolute certainty in my voice. "Body, mind, heart,
soul. That | belong to you with equal totality. That separation is illusion,
independence a fiction we tell ourselves to make the vulnerability of complete
connection lessterrifying."

Before she can formulate a suitably cutting response, | claim her mouth in a kiss that
brooks no argument, no denial, no retreat. Not gentle, not asking, not coaxing as I've
been since bringing her back to New Y ork. This is possession, pure and simple—my
hand tangling in her hair to hold her steady, my body pressing hers against the wall,
my tongue demanding entry rather than requesting it.

For a moment, token resistance—her hands against my chest, not quite pushing but
not yielding either. Then surrender, as inevitable as gravity, as certain as dawn
following night. Her mouth opens beneath mine, her body softening against me, her
hands fisting in my shirt not to push away but to pull closer.

This—this honesty of physical response, this surrender her mind still fights but her
body embraces—this is what I've beenwaiting for. Proof that despite her running,
despite her fears, despite her stubborn resistance to the intensity between us,
Seraphina Vale belongs to me as completely as | belong to her.

| lift her effortlessly, her legs wrapping around my waist in unconscious memory of
the countless times I've carried her this way. Her mouth never leaves mine as | move



with single-minded purpose toward our bedroom, toward the bed where | intend to
claim her so thoroughly that running becomes unthinkable.

"Knox," she gasps when | finaly release her mouth, her head falling back to expose
the elegant column of her throat. "We should talk first?—"

"No more talking,” | counter, laying her on the bed with more restraint than the
hunger raging through me would suggest possible. "No more thinking. No more
analyzing. Just feeling. Just being. Just us."

| straighten, shrugging out of my jacket, removing my tie with deliberate movements
that command her full attention. Her eyes darken further as she watches me undress,
her body responding to the display of what's to come despite her mind's continued
resistance.

"Take off your clothes," | instruct, my voice leaving no room for argument. "Or I'll
remove them for you. Y our choice."

Her hands move to the hem of her shirt aimost automatically, muscle memory
responding to that tone, to the command she pretends to resist but secretly craves.
The garment joins my jacket on the floor, followed by her bra, her jeans, her
underwear. Soon she lies naked before me, exposed in every way, the flush on her
cheeks spreading down her neck to her chest.

"Beautiful," | murmur, alowing appreciation to temper dominance as | finish
undressing. "Even more beautiful knowing you're carrying my child."

Her hands move instinctively to cover her stomach, still flat but carrying the precious
life we've created together. The gesture triggers something primal in me—protective
and possessive in equal measure. This woman. My woman. Carrying my heir. Mine
to worship, to protect, to possess completely.



| join her on the bed, my larger frame covering hers, my weight supported on my
forearms. "No more running, Seraphina,” | say, my voice rough with emotion and
desire. "No more hiding. No more retreating when things feel too intense, too real,
too demanding.”

"Knox, |?7—"

Whatever protest or qualification she might offer is silenced by my mouth on hers,
claiming again, possessing again, demanding the surrender her body is so eager to
give even as her mind continues its futile resistance. When | finally release her, we're
both breathing hard, the hunger between us atangible force.

"Put your hands above your head," | instruct, testing how far her surrender extends,
how completely she'swilling to yield.
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For a moment, hesitation—the independent woman who has fought my control since
the beginning warring with the woman who responds so beautifully to my
dominance. Then, slowly, her arms raise, wrists crossing above her head in
unconscious submission that sends a surge of pure male satisfaction through me.

From the nightstand drawer, | retrieve what 1've been saving for this moment—ablack
silk ties, soft enough not to mark her delicate skin but strong enough to hold her
exactly where | want her. Her eyes widen as she realizes my intent, a flash of panic
followed by something darker, more primal.

"Knox, we never discussed?>—"

"Consider this our discussion,” | interrupt, securing one wrist to the headboard with
practiced efficiency. "l told you whatwould happen if you ran again. If you tested my
resolve." The second wrist joins the first, bound securely but not painfully. "l told
you | would tie you to this bed if that's what it took to keep you safe. To keep you
here. To keep you mine."

The sight of her bound to our bed, completely at my mercy, triggers something
amost painful in its intensity—not just desire, though that burns hot enough, but a
deeper emotion that encompasses protection, possession, and a vulnerability | show
to no one but her.

"Thisis not patience,” she points out, testing the restraints with a gentle tug. "This is
not the understanding you promised in the hotel room."

"No,” | agree, my hands tracing the contours of her body with deliberate



thoroughness, relearning every curve, every sensitive spot, every place that makes her
breath catch. "This is consequence. This is what happens when you run from what's
meant to be. When you hide from what's inevitable. When you lie to my face and
disappear for hours, leaving me to imagine the worst."

My mouth follows where my hands have mapped, tasting her skin, marking her with
deliberate intent at the places only | know drive her wild—the hollow of her throat,
the undersides of her breasts, the sensitive juncture where thigh meets torso. Her
body responds instantly, honestly, arching into my touch despite the restraints,
despite her continued verbal resistance.

"I wasn't regjecting you," she gasps as my mouth closes over one nipple, my teeth
grazing the sensitive peak. "Just needed space?™ "

"No more space,”" | murmur against her skin, moving lower, my hands spreading her
thighs to expose her completely. "No more distance. No more running."

When my mouth finds her center, her protests dissolve into incoherent sounds of
pleasure, her hips rising to meetme despite her mind's continued resistance. | take my
time, using every skill, every knowledge of her body I've accumulated through our
time together. Not rushing, not allowing her to retreat into the quick release her body
is aready building toward, but drawing out her pleasure until she's mindless with it,
until all thoughts of resistance or independence or space are incinerated by pure
sensation.

"Knox," she finally begs, my name a broken plea on her lips. "Please?—"

"Please what?' | demand, lifting my head to meet her eyes, now glazed with
desperate need. "Tell me exactly what you want, Seraphina. What you need."

"You," she admits, the single syllable a victory more significant than she realizes.



"Inside me. Now."

| move up her body, positioning myself between her spread thighs, the head of my
cock notching at her entrance but not yet pushing forward. "Say you're mine," |
demand, needing to hear the words, needing her verbal surrender to match her body's.
"Say you won't run again."

Rebellion flashes in her eyes—the fina stand of her pride, her independence, her
resistance to the inevitability of what's between us. For a moment, | think shell
refuse, will maintain this last barrier despite her body's desperate need for
completion.

Then surrender, as beautiful in its completeness asit isin itsrarity.

"Yours," she whispers, the admission clearly costing her something but no less
genuine for that. "I'm yours, Knox. | won't run again."

With one powerful thrust, | bury myself inside her, both of us groaning at the
exquisite sensation of reconnection. She's tight, hot, perfect—her body welcoming
me home even as her boundwrists remind us both of the consequence of her
attempted escape.

"Mine," | growl against her throat as | establish a rhythm designed to break through
any remaining resistance. "Say it again, Seraphina. Tell me who you belong to."

"Yours," she gasps, her legs wrapping around my waist to draw me deeper. "Only
yours, Knox. Always."

The admission drives me to a near frenzy of possession, my movements becoming
more forceful, more demanding, more primal in their intent to claim, to mark, to own.
One hand dlides beneath her hips, changing the angle to hit the spot that always



makes her wild, while the other tangles in her hair, holding her steady for my driving
thrusts.

"Who makes you fed like this?' | demand, my voice rough with exertion and
emotion. "Who knows your body better than you know it yourself? Who owns every
part of you, inside and out?’

"You," she sobs, her inner muscles beginning to flutter around me as her climax
approaches. "Only you, Knox. Never anyone else.”

"That'sright," | confirm, my thumb finding her clit, circling with precise pressure that
| know will send her over the edge. "And don't you ever forget it again. Don't you
ever try to run from this. From us."

Her release hits with stunning intensity, her body arching beneath mine despite the
restraints, my name a broken cry on her lips as pleasure overwhelms her. The sight of
her coming undone, completely surrendered to the connection between us, triggers
my own climax. | drive into her once more, emptying myself deep inside her,
marking her in the most primal way possible.

In the aftermath, | untie her wrists, gathering her against me as we both struggle to
regulate our breathing. Her armswrap around me without hesitation, all resistance
temporarily incinerated by the intensity of what we've just shared.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, seemingly at aloss for words.

"Necessary," | supply, pressing akissto her temple. "Overdue. Inevitable."

She makes a sound that might be agreement or protest, her body boneless with

satisfaction against mine. | trace idle patterns on her skin, savoring the moment of
complete surrender that | know won't last once her mind reasserts control over her



body's response.
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"I meant what | said,” | murmur against her hair. "No more running, Seraphina. No
more hiding. No more retreating when the intensity between us feels overwhelming."

She's quiet for along moment, and | wonder if she's already drifting toward sleep, her
energy depleted by the emotional and physical intensity of the day. Then her voice,
soft but clear: "And no more tying me to the bed without discussing it first."

| smile against her hair, oddly pleased by this small reassertion of her will, her
boundaries, her essential Seraphina-ness that | never want diminished despite my
need to possess her completely.

"Unless absolutely necessary,” | qualify, echoing our earlier conversation.

She pinches my side lightly in retaliation, but there's no real heat in it. "Define

‘absolutely necessary,™ she challenges, repeating her question from the car.

"Attempts to run," | answer honestly. "Lies about where you're going. Creating
distance when what we need is connection."

Her body tenses dightly against mine, a renewed awareness of the fundamental
tension between us—my need to possess,her need for independence; my certainty,

her questioning; my strategy, her spontaneity.

"Well figure it out,” | promise, tightening my arms around her. "Day by day.
Moment by moment. Finding the balance that works for both of us."

She relaxes incrementally, perhaps hearing the sincerity in my voice, the genuine



commitment to finding a way forward that honors both our needs. "Together?' she
asks, the single word carrying more weight than its smplicity would suggest.

"Together," | confirm, the promise as binding as any vow, any ring, any lega
document. "Always together, Seraphina. That's the one non-negotiable truth between

us.

She doesn't respond verbally, but her body softens further against mine, her breathing
gradually evening out as exhaustion clams her. | remain awake, holding her,
watching over her, savoring the certainty that she is here, sheis safe, sheis mine.

Not just because I've bound her to our bed. Not just because I've claimed her body
with such thorough possession. But because she's chosen to stay, chosen to surrender,
chosen to acknowledge what we both know is true.

That separation is illusion. That independence is myth. That what exists between us
transcends conventional boundaries or definitions or limitations.

That we belong to each other, completely and irrevocably, now and always.

Chapter Fifteen

Seraphina

| standat the floor-to-ceiling windows of Knox's penthouse, staring at the miniature
world below. Freedom looks so close yet impossibly far away, like a dream that
dissolves upon waking. My hands drift to my swollen belly, cradling the life growing
inside me—our life, mine and Knox's. The baby kicks against my palm as if to
remind me why escape is no longer an option. Not that Knox would ever allow it. The
truth sinks in like a stone to the bottom of a dark pond: | belong to Knox Vance now,
and he will never let me go.



Less than aday. | managed less than a day on my own before he found me. Jus hours
before Knox stormed into my room like a vengeful god, eyes blazing with fury and
something el se—something that looked dangerously like heartbreak.

| lean my forehead against the cool glass, my breath creating a small circle of fog.
Behind me, | hear Knox moving around the kitchen, the gentle clink of china against
marble, the soft hiss of the espresso machine. Always taking care of me, even when
he's furious. Especially when he's furious.

The memory of his face when he found me makes my chest tighten. I'd never seen
Knox Vance—tech genius, ruthless businessman, billionaire—look so utterly
shattered. For a split second, before the mask dlipped back into place, before the rage
took over, | saw raw pain in those dark eyes. And | put it there.

"Are you trying to see if the glass will give way? Because | assure you, it won't. It's
bulletproof.” His voice comes from directly behind me, making me jump. | didn't
even hear him approach—Knox always moving with that predatory grace that makes
him so dangerous.

"No," | whisper, turning to face him. He stands close, too close, his massive frame
blocking out the rest of the world. In his hands are two mugs—mine decaf, his

quadruple shot, no doubt. "I was just thinking."

"About running again?' His voice is deceptively soft, but | hear the steel underneath.
Knox doesn't ask questions he doesn't already know the answers to.

| shake my head, taking the mug he offers. "No. About staying."

Something flashes in his eyes—triumph, relief, possessiveness. He doesn't believe me
yet. | don't blame him.



"Good," he says, one large hand coming up to cup my cheek. | should pull away. |
should maintain some kind of boundary. But | don't. Instead, | lean into his touch like
a cat seeking warmth. "Because |'ve made it clear that's not an option, Seraphina.”

The way he says my name—like it's arare artwork he's acquired, something precious
and irreplaceable—sends a shiver down my spine.

"I know." | take a sip of my tea, alowing the warm liquid to soothe my throat. "I
understand now."

Knox's eyebrow arches, skepticism etched across his aristocratic features. "Do you?"
His thumb traces my bottom lip, a habit he seems unable to break. "Because I'm not
convincedyou grasp exactly what you mean to me. What this means to me." His hand
drops to my belly, splaying wide across the swell where our child grows.

"Y ou made it abundantly clear when you tracked me across state lines with a private
detective and half a dozen security personnel.”
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A smile curls one corner of his mouth, though it doesn't reach his eyes. "That was me
being restrained, Seraphina.”

| believe him. That's the terrifying part. The man who stands before me, who looks at
me like I'm both salvation and temptation, would burn the world to ash if |
disappeared again.

"I needed space,” | explain, though the words sound hollow even to my own ears.
"Everything happened so fast—the gallery opening, us, the pregnancy. | just..
panicked."

"And now?' His voice drops an octave, becoming that dangerous velvet rumble that
makes my toes curl against the hardwood floor.

"Now | accept my fate." The words should feel like surrender, like defeat. Instead,
they taste like truth.

Knox's eyes narrow, his jaw tightening. He sets his mug down on the nearby console
with deliberate care. "Your fate?' He grips my chin between his thumb and
forefinger, tilting my face up. "Isthat what | am to you? Some cosmic punishment?’

"No," | whisper, my pulse quickening. "That's not what | meant."
"Then perhaps you should explain exactly what you meant." His breath fans across

my face, mingling with mine. "Because | am many things, Seraphina, but | am not a
sentence to be served.”



| close my eyes, gathering my scattered thoughts. When | open them again, Knox is
still there, still watching me with that intense focus that makes me feel like the only
woman in existence.

"I meant that | accept that this—us—is inevitable. That from the moment you walked
into my gallery and looked at me like | was more valuable than every painting on
display, some part of me knew | couldn't escape you." My voice grows stronger with
each word. "l accept that you will never let me go, and I'm... I'm not sure | want you
to anymore."

Something dark and hungry flares in Knox's gaze. His hand slides from my chin to
the nape of my neck, fingers threading through my hair. "Say it again," he demands,
the words agrowl against my lips.

"I don't want you to let me go."

He crushes his mouth to mine, not asking permission, not seeking consent—simply
taking what he considers his. And God help me, | give it freely. My hands clutch at
his shoulders, my body melting against his solid frame. The mug in my hand tilts
dangerously, but Knox, ever aware of everything in his orbit, takes it from me
without breaking the kiss and sets it aside.

When he finally releases me, we're both breathing hard. His forehead rests against
mine, our shared air hot and intimate.

"| searched for you for six hours," he says, his voice rough with emotion. "Do you
know what that was like? To know you were out there, carrying my child, thinking
you could disappear from my life?"

Guilt washes over me, an uncomfortable heat that spreads through my chest. "I'm
sorry," | whisper, and | mean it. Not for trying to escape, perhaps, but for the pain |



caused him. For not understanding sooner that this man's obsession with me isn't
something to fear, but to embrace.

"I don't want your apologies.” His hands frame my face, his eyes drilling into mine. "l
want your promise. Your vow that you will never do that again. That you understand,
truly understand, that you are mine. That our child is mine. That there is nowhere on
this earth you could go that | would not find you."

There's something beautiful in his madness, in his absolute certainty. In a world of
tepid feelings and casual discarding, Knox Vance wants me with afervor that borders

on religious.

"I understand,” | tell him, reaching up to trace the hard line of hisjaw. "l do. You'l
never let me go."

"Never." Theword isavow, athreat, a promise.

And as his mouth claims mine again, as his hands slide possessively over the curves
of my body, as he presses me against the window with the city spread out beneath us
like a glittering offering, | surrender completely to the knowledge that | am caught.
Captured. Claimed.

| am Knox Vance's, and he will never let me go.

And the most terrifying revelation of all? | don't want him to.

Chapter Sixteen

Seraphina

My fingers brushagainst the faint marks on my wrists, and | feel a jolt—not pain, but



memory of being thoroughly claimed, thoroughly possessed, thoroughly dominated
by the man dsleeping beside me. Dawn light filters through the partially drawn
curtains, painting Knox's slegping form in gentle gold that softens his usual intensity.
| should be angry about yesterday—about being thrown over his shoulder in public,
about being tied to this bed, about being shown exactly what happens when | attempt
to create space from Knox Vance's overwhelming presence. Instead, | find myself
overwhelmed by a different emotion entirely, one I've been fighting since the moment
he interrupted my wedding, one I've denied even to myself despite all evidence to the
contrary. The emotion rises in me like a wave, unstoppable and terrifying in its
power. | love him. Despite everything—the kidnapping, the control, the
possessiveness that should repel me but somehow does the opposite. | love Knox
Vance with atotality that frightens me more than any of his domineering actions ever
could. And | don'tknow what to do with that realization, how to reconcile it with my
fear of losing myself in his overwhelming presence, how to surrender to it without
being completely consumed.

| study his face in sleep, the rare vulnerability that shows only in these unguarded
moments. The dlight furrow between his brows, as if he's solving problems even in
dreams. The surprisingly long lashes casting shadows on his cheekbones. The mouth
that can deliver ruthless business ultimatums and breathtaking tenderness in equal
measure. In sleep, the calculating billionaire recedes, leaving just Knox—the man
who has moved heaven and earth to bring me back into his life, who has adjusted and
adapted and compromised in ways | never thought possible from someone so
unyielding.

Y esterday should have been my breaking point. The public spectacle of being carried
through midtown Manhattan over his shoulder, the photos that are undoubtedly
splashed across gossip sites and social media by now, the primal claiming that
followed when we returned to the penthouse—all of it should have confirmed my
worst fears about losing myself in his overwhelming presence. Should have proven
that Knox Vance will always prioritize possession over partnership, control over



compromise.

Instead, it revealed something I've been fighting since the moment he stormed into
the cathedral and reclaimed me from Richard's arms. Something | tried to deny
during those weeks on the island, during our return to New Y ork, during the gradual
rebuilding of intimacy between us. Something | ran from yesterday when | fled to
that hotel room in a desperate grab for clarity.

| love him. Completely. Irrevocably. With a depth and intensity that makes every
previous relationship seem like pale imitation, that makes my nearly-marriage to
Richard look like the desperate grasping for safety it always was.
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But with that love comes terror—not of Knox himself, never that, but of what loving
him means. Of surrendering to a connection so all-consuming it threatens to erase the
boundaries between us, to blur where he ends and | begin. Of losing the
independence, the self-sufficiency, the carefully constructed identity I've spent years
building.

Knox stirs beside me, his body unconsciously seeking mine even in sleep, one arm
draping over my waist to draw me closer. | alow it, my body melting against his with
the automatic response that has always existed between us, that bypasses my mind's
objections and hesitations.

How do | reconcile these contradictions? The love that grows stronger with every day
and the fear that accompanies it? The desire for connection and the need for
autonomy? The woman who thrives under Knox's possessive attention and the
woman who needs space to breathe, to think, to be herself?

His eyes open, immediately alert despite having just woken, finding mine with
unerring precision. No gradual transition from sleep to wakefulness for Knox
Vance—he's fully present the moment consciousness returns, his gaze aready
assessing, analyzing, cataloging whatever he findsin my expression.

"Y ou're thinking too loud," he murmurs, his voice rough with sleep. His hand moves
to cup my face, thumb brushing across my cheekbone in a gesture that manages to be
both possessive and tender. "What isit?"

The question, so simple yet so loaded, breaks something open inside me—a dam
holding back emotions I've been fighting since our reunion, perhaps since our original



relationship. Tearsfill my eyes, surprising us both. I'm not a crier, have always prided
myself on emotional control, on maintaining composure even in difficult situations.

"Seraphina?' Concern replaces the sleepy contentment in his expression, his body
shifting to prop himself on one elbow, fully focused on me now. "What's wrong?"

"Everything,” | whisper, the tears spilling over despite my efforts to contain them.
"Nothing. | don't know."

His hand moves to my hair, stroking with uncharacteristic gentleness. "Talk to me,"
he urges, patience in his voice that few people have ever heard from Knox Vance.
"Whatever it is, we'll figureit out together."

Together.The word that represents both promise and threat, both salvation and
danger. Together with Knox means safety, security, passion beyond anything I've
experienced with anyone else. But it also means surrendering to an intensity that
terrifies me, to a connection that threatens to consume my carefully constructed
independence.

"I'm scared," | admit, the words torn from somewhere deeper than conscious thought.
"Not of you. Never of you. But of this—of us. Of how completely | could disappear
inside what's between us."

Understanding dawns in his eyes—not dismissal, not impatience, but genuine
recognition of the fear that's driven my resistance from the beginning.

"Y ou think loving me means losing yourself,” he says, not a question but a statement
of fact. The accuracy of it steals my breath, forces more tears | can't seem to control.

"Yes," | whisper, the admission both relief and terror. "And the worst part is, part of
me wants exactly that. Wants to surrender completely, to let you take over, to exist



inside the certainty of your love where nothing bad can touch me. And that terrifies
me even more than the fear of losing myself."

His expression softens in a way lI've rarely witnessed, vulnerability matching
vulnerability in a moment of perfect equilibrium between us. "That's not love,
Seraphina. That'sdependency. That's escape. That's abdication. And it's not what |
want from you—not what I've ever wanted."

| search his face, looking for deception, for manipulation, for the calculated
maneuvering |'ve come to expect from him. Finding instead raw honesty, genuine
emotion, a depth of feeling that makes my heart ache with itsintensity.

"What do you want, then?" | ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

His hand cups my face again, thumb brushing away tears with infinite tenderness. "|
want partnership with a woman strong enough to stand beside me, not behind me. |
want challenge from a mind sharp enough to question me, to make me better than |
am aone. | want the fire that burns in you—not extinguished, not contained, but
joining with mine to create something neither of us could be separately.”

The words echo what he's told me before, but something in his expression, in the
vulnerability he's showing, makes them land differently this time. Makes me hear
them not as strategic reassurance but as fundamental truth.

"I love you," | say finally, the words escaping before | can reconsider, before | can
analyze or qualify or limit their impact. Simple truth, unvarnished and complete. "I
love you, and it terrifies me because I've never felt anything like this before. Never
been so completely consumed by another person. Never wanted to lose myself in
someone else's certainty, someone else's strength.”

His breath catches audibly, his eyes darkening with an emotion too complex to name.



For al his confidence, for al his assertions about what exists between us, | realize
he's never heard those words from me—not during our original relationship, not since
our reunion. I've shown my feelings through actions, through surrender, through
acceptance of hisplace in my life. But never named them, never made the verbal
declaration that makes them undeniable.

"Say it again,” he urges, hisvoice rough with emotion. "Just those three words."

"I love you." Easier the second time, the admission bringing relief alongside
vulnerability. "Despite everything—the kidnapping, the control, the possessiveness
that should repel me but somehow does the opposite. | love you, Knox, with an
intensity that frightens me."

His forehead presses against mine, his hand tightening in my hair, his breathing
uneven in away Knox Vance's breathing is never uneven. Always controlled, aways
measured, always precisely what he intends it to be. This unsteadiness, this raw
reaction, tells me more than any words could how deeply my declaration has affected
him.

“I've waited to hear that,” he confesses, his lips brushing mine with exquisite
gentleness. "Believed it from your actions, from your body's responses, from the way
you've gradually surrendered to what's between us. But hearing the words..."

He doesn't finish the thought, doesn't need to. | understand completely—the
difference between knowing something intellectually and hearing it confirmed,
between belief and certainty, between hope and fulfillment.

“I'm still scared,” | admit, needing the honesty between us to be complete. "Still
afraid of losing myself in you, in us. Still uncertain how to balance my need for
independence with the overwhelming connection between us."



"I know," he acknowledges, surprising me with his ready acceptance of my fear.
"And I'm still learning how to love you without controlling you, how to protect what
matters most without suffocating it, how to trust that you won't disappear if | loosen
my hold."

The simple admission of his own struggles, his own learning curve, soothes
something restless inside me. This isn't just my journey, my challenge, my
adaptation. It's ours—both of us figuring out how to love each other in ways that
strengthen rather than diminish, that elevate rather than consume.

“I'm sorry | ran," | say, the apology genuine despite my continued belief that | needed
that space, that clarity. "Sorry | lied about where | was going. Sorry | made you
worry."
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His expression darkens momentarily, aflash of the fear and fury that drove his search
yesterday. "Don't do it again," he says, not quite a request but not the command it
would have been before. "Talk to me instead. Tell me you need space, time, distance.
Let me try to understand instead of forcing me to hunt you down."

"I promise,” | agree, sensing the compromise being offered—nhis acknowledgment
that | sometimes need separation, my agreement to communicate honestly rather than
flee. "If you promise to listen when | say | need room to breathe. To believe that
creating temporary space doesn't mean I'm leaving permanently.”

"I promiseto try," he qualifies, honest about the challenge this represents for him. "It
goes against every ingtinct | have, Seraphina. But for you—for us—I'll fight those
Instincts when necessary."

The negotiations, the compromises, the mutual acknowledgment of challenges
ahead—all of it should diminish the romance of the moment, should introduce
pragmatic reality into what began as emotiona vulnerability. Instead, it degpens my
certainty, my recognition that what exists between Knox and me transcends
conventional definitions or expectations.

This is love at its most real—not fairy tale perfection, not mindless surrender, not
one-sided adaptation. But two strong people choosing each other despite difficulties,
despitedifferences, despite the work required to build something that honors both
without diminishing either.

"I loveyou," | say again, testing the words that have been so difficult to acknowledge
even to myself. They come easier now, fedl right in a way that terrifies and



exhilarates in equal measure. "And |I'm not running again. Not from you, not from us,
not from the future we're building together."

His smile—rare in its genuine warmth, its lack of strategic calculation—transforms
his face, revealing the man beneath the billionaire facade, the vulnerability beneath
the control, the depth of feeling behind the possessive exterior.

"I love you," he responds, the words I've heard from him before but never with this
particular quality—not declaration or persuasion or strategy, but simple reciprocation.
Equal vulnerability. Balanced exposure. "More than | have words to express. More
than | knew was possible before you."

When his lips meet mine, the kiss is different from any we've shared since our
reunion—not claiming or persuading or dominating, but communion. Connection
between equals. Acknowledgment of atruth that transcends the power dynamics and
control issues and boundary negotiations that have characterized our relationship.

We love each other. Despite everything—the kidnapping, the resistance, the running,
the claiming. Despite our differences—his need to control, my need for

independence; his certainty, my questioning; his strategy, my spontaneity.

What exists between us isn't perfect. Isn't easy. Isn't without challenges that will
require ongoing negotiation, adaptation, compromise on both sides.

But it's real. It's deep. It's worth fighting for, worth staying for, worth building a
future around.

And that certainty, more than anything Knox has done or said since bringing me back
into hislife, makes running finally, completely unthinkable.

Chapter Seventeen



Knox

My hands trembledlightly as | cradle Seraphina's face, but inside my chest burns a
warmth that has nothing to do with guilt and everything to do with overwhelming
emotion.l love you.Three words I've wanted to hear from her lips since our first
relationship, words I've known were true from her actions but needed to hear
confirmed. Words that change everything between us, that transform what has been a
campaign of reclamation into something deeper, more mutual, more complete.l love
you.Simple syllables that carry the weight of surrender, of vulnerability, of a future
I've been planning since the moment | interrupted her wedding. The tears still wet on
her cheeks, the lingering fear in her eyes, the tremulous smile on her lips—all of it
combines to create a Seraphina I've rarely seen. Not the defiant woman fighting my
control, not the passionate lover surrendering to my dominance, but something more
precious, more authentic, more completely herself than perhaps I've ever been
allowed to witness. And | intend to honor that gift, to showher exactly what her
declaration means to me, to reward her honesty with a night she'll never forget.

"Knox?' she whispers, uncertainty in her voice at my momentary silence, a the
intensity of my gaze as | absorb the significance of what's just happened between us.

“I'm here," | reassure her, brushing away the last traces of tears from her cheeks.
"Just...taking in what you said. What it means.”

"What does it mean?' she asks, vulnerability making her brave in a different way
than her usual defiance. "For us, for what comes next?"

| smile, pressing my forehead against hersin a gesture of intimacy that transcends the
physical. "It means everything," | tell her honestly. "Everything I've been working
toward since bringing you back into my life. Everything I've known was possible
between us if you would just stop running from the intensity of what we have
together."



Instead of trying to explain further with words that seem inadequate to the moment, |
capture her mouth with mine—not in the demanding, possessive kiss of yesterday's
claiming, but something gentler, deeper, more reverent. A kiss of communion rather
than conquest, of celebration rather than subjugation.

She responds immediately, her body melting against mine with the instinctive
recognition that has always existed between us, that bypasses conscious thought or
deliberate decision. Her hands come up to frame my face, mirroring my earlier
gesture, creating perfect symmetry of touch, of connection, of mutual vulnerability.

Thisis different than anything we've shared since her return—different even than our
origina relationship, when my need to possess often overshadowed my desire to
cherish, when her resistance created a dynamic of conquest and surrender rather than
mutual exchange. This is balanced, reciprocal, a giving andtaking in equal measure
that transforms the experience into something transcendent.

| lower her gently to the pillows, my body covering hers with deliberate care not to
overwhelm or dominate. My weight supported on my forearms, | gaze down at her
face—flushed with desire now rather than tears, her eyes dark with need that matches
my own.

"Let me show you," | murmur, lips brushing the sensitive spot just below her ear that
always makes her shiver. "Let me show you what those words mean to me. What you
mean to me."

Her hands slide up my chest to my shoulders, no longer pushing away but pulling
closer, no longer resisting but inviting. "Show me," she whispers, the simple request
containing layers of meaning, of surrender, of trust that humbles me more than |
would have thought possible.

| take my time, worshiping her body with a thoroughness that leaves no doubt about



the depth of my feelings, the reverence with which | hold her in my heart. My mouth
traces the elegant line of her throat, the delicate curve of her collarbone, the subtle
swell of her breasts—fuller now with pregnancy, more sensitive if her sharp intake of
breath is any indication.

"So beautiful,” | murmur against her skin, meaning it more completely than she can
possibly understand. "Even more beautiful now, carrying our child. A miracle | never
expected but can't imagine living without."

My hand moves to rest against her still-flat abdomen, where our baby grows unseen
but ever-present in my consciousness, in my planning, in my vision of our future. Her
hand covers mine, our fingers interlacing in silent acknowledgment of the life we've
created together, the ultimate manifestation of what exists between us.

"| was so afraid," she confesses, her voice barely above awhisper. "Of loving you. Of
admitting it, even to myself. Of what it would mean for my independence, my
identity, my carefully constructed life."
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"I know," | acknowledge, understanding her fears more completely than she realizes.
"And | made those fears worse with my methods, my control, my determination to
reclaim you at any cost."

Her eyes widen dlightly at my admission, at this uncharacteristic acknowledgment of
my own contribution to the difficulties between us. "Yes," she agrees simply. "You
did."

| smile against her skin, continuing my exploration of her body even as we engage in
this more profound exchange. "But I'm learning,” | promise her, the words sealed
with a kiss to the underside of her breast. "Learning how to love you without
controlling you. How to protect without suffocating. How to possess without
diminishing."

Her back arches as my mouth closes over her nipple, a small sound of pleasure
escaping her lips. "And I'm learning too," she gasps, her fingers tangling in my hair.
"How to accept the intensity between us without fearing it will consume me. How to
surrender without losing myself. How to be yours while still being me."

The mutual acknowledgment of compromise deepens the connection between us,
transforms what might have been merely physical pleasure into something more
profound, more meaningful, more complete. This isn't just sex, isn't just claiming,
isn't just release. This is communion, celebration, consecration of what we've finally
admitted exists between us.

| worship her body with patient thoroughness, using everything I've learned about
what pleases her, what drives her wild, what makes her forget everything but



sensation and the man creating it. But there's a different quality to my
attentionsnow—not the strategic campaign of pleasure designed to break down
resistance, but a genuine desire to give, to honor, to cherish.

When | finaly settle between her thighs, when my mouth finds her center with
deliberate purpose, her response is immediate and uninhibited—her hands in my hair,
her hips rising to meet me, my name a breathless chant on her lips. | take my time,
bringing her to the edge repeatedly but never quite letting her fall, building intensity
with each approach and retreat until she's incoherent with need, with pleasure, with
surrender freely given rather than strategically extracted.

"Knox," she finally begs, the single syllable containing volumes of meaning, of need,
of trust. "Please?—"

"Please what?' | ask, lifting my head to meet her eyes, now glazed with desire and
something deeper, more profound. "Tell me what you need, Seraphina. What you
want."

"You," she answers without hesitation, the simple truth free of the qualification or
resistance that has marked so many of our previous encounters. "Inside me.
Connected. Complete."

| move up her body, positioning myself between her spread thighs, the head of my
cock notching at her entrance but not yet pushing forward. "Say it again,” | urge,
needing to hear the words once more, needing the confirmation that what's happening
between usisreal, ismutual, is as profound for her asit isfor me.

She knows exactly what I'm asking for, her hands coming up to frame my face,
ensuring | see the truth in her eyes along with hearing it in her words. "I love you,"
she says clearly, no hesitation, no qualification, no resistance. "Completely.
Irrevocably. With everything | am."



With one smooth movement, | enter her, both of us gasping at the exquisite sensation
of reconnection. She's tight, hot, perfect—her body welcoming me home as it always
has, as italways will. But there's a different quality to our joining now, a depth that
transcends the physical, that encompasses emotional and spiritual connection in a
way we've never quite achieved before.

"I love you," | respond, the words I've told her before but never with this particular
guality—not declaration or persuasion or strategy, but ssmple reciprocation. Equal
vulnerability. Balanced exposure. "More than | have words to express. More than |
knew was possible before you."

We move together with perfect synchronicity, finding a rhythm that builds steadily,
inexorably toward release without the frantic urgency that has characterized so many
of our encounters since her return. This isn't about claiming or submission, about
control or surrender. This is about connection, about celebration, about mutual
recognition of what exists between us.

“Look at me" | urge as | fed her approaching the edge, needing to witness her
release, to share this moment of perfect vulnerability. " Stay with me."

Her eyes lock on mine, allowing me to see what she's often hidden, often protected,
often kept guarded even in our most intimate moments—the depth of her feelings, the
completeness of her surrender, the trust that underlies everything despite her fears
and reservations.

"Yours," she whispers as her body begins to tighten around mine, the admission
freely given rather than extracted through dominant pleasure. "Always yours, Knox."

"And | am yours," | respond, the reciprocal declaration as important as her original
admission. Not just possession but belonging. Not just claiming but commitment.
"Completely. Eternally. In ways | never imagined possible before you."



Her release washes over her in waves | can feel rippling through her body, around my
cock, against my own mountingpleasure. | follow her over the edge, emptying myself
deep inside her with agroan of her name, of completion, of homecoming.

In the aftermath, | gather her against me, unwilling to break the physical connection
that mirrors the emotional one we've just acknowledged, just celebrated, just
consecrated with our bodies and words and shared vulnerability. Her head rests on
my chest, her heartbeat gradually slowing to synchronize with mine, her body draped
half-across me in unconscious claiming that mirrors my own possessive hold.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, seemingly at aloss for words.

"Everything," | supply, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "The beginning. The future.
Us as we're meant to be."

She makes a sound that might be agreement or simply contentment, her body
bonel ess with satisfaction against mine. | trace idle patterns on her skin, savoring this
moment of perfect harmony that | know won't always exist between us—can't aways
exist between two people as strong-willed, as passionate, as fundamentally different
asweare.

There will be challenges ahead. Her need for independence warring with my instinct
to protect. My tendency toward control clashing with her requirement for autonomy.
The fundamental tension between her questioning nature and my absolute certainty.

But for the first time since bringing her back into my life—perhaps for the first time
since we met—I believe completely that we'll find our way through those challenges.
Not by one of us overwhelming or changing the other, but by both of us adapting,
compromising, finding balance that honors what makes each of us who we are while
building something stronger together than either could be alone.



"What are you thinking?' she asks softly, her fingers tracing abstract patterns on my
chest, unconsciously mirroring my own movements on her skin.

"That I'm going to marry you," | answer honestly, feeling her body tense dightly at
the declaration before relaxing again. "Not tomorrow. Not next week. But when
you're ready. When you can accept that becoming my wife doesn't mean losing
yourself but finding a more complete version of who you're meant to be."

She's quiet for a long moment, processing my words, testing them against her
lingering fears, her need for independence, her newly acknowledged love for me.
"And if that takestime?' she asksfinally.

“Then I'll wait," | promise, surprising both of us with my willingness to be patient in
this fundamental aspect of our future. "As long as | know you're not running, not
hiding, not denying what exists between us, | can be patient about making it official."
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The tension leaves her body completely at my assurance, at this concrete
demonstration that | meant what | said earlier—that I'm learning how to love her
without controlling her, how to protect without suffocating, how to possess without
diminishing.

"Thank you," she whispers, pressing a kiss to my chest, directly over my heart. "For
understanding. For trying. For loving me as | am, not just as you want me to be."

"Always," | vow, tightening my arms around her. "As you love me—not despite my
control and possession and certainty, but in part because of them. Not blind to my
flaws, but accepting them as part of the whole."

She laughs softly, the sound vibrating against my chest. "We're quite a pair, aren't
we? Both so stubborn, so certain, so determined to have our own way."

"Perfect for each other," | correct her, absolutely conviction in my voice. "The only
person who could ever match me. Challenge me. Complete me."

Her answer is a kiss, pressed to my lips with a tenderness that communicates more
than words ever could. And as sleep begins to claim us both, | hold her with the
certainty that what we've built tonight—this mutual acknowledgment, this balanced
vulnerability, this reciproca surrender—forms the foundation of everything I've been
working toward since the moment | interrupted her wedding.

The future I've planned. The life we'll build together. The family that begins with the
child growing inside her and will expand according to the vision I've held since
recognizing she was the only woman who could ever be my equal, my partner, my



heart.

My wife, in every way that matters, regardless of when the legal formalities are
compl eted.

My Seraphina. Finally, completely, mine.



